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For Monica, the best imaginary friend | ever had. 
With endless gratitude to JJ, who made me sound like 
myself, only so much better. 


CHAPTER 
CUE 


SOMETIMES, just sometimes, Theo forgot he was single. 

He’d struggle from his spot in the parking lot and into 
the apartment building, juggling bags as he pushed the 
elevator button, wishing he had an extra pair of hands. 
Burdened with too ambitious a load of brown-bagged 
groceries, he’d finally arrive at his own front door, only to 
figure out too late that he couldn’t reach his keys. 

Sometimes he would bring work home, balancing his 
briefcase, laptop, and bag of takeout precariously on an 
office file box, and face exactly the same predicament. For 
years he had bruised his nose, pressing it against the buzzer 
until Ben opened the door for him. It was worth his gentle 
mocking and slow eye roll of resigned amusement to get a 
little help. 

Tonight was one of those forgetful times. It was the first 
occasion for a while—weeks, maybe—that he’d felt the 
sudden clutch of regret and surprise, still sharp, still 
poignant, that made his heart race for a while when Ben 
failed to open the door. 

Instead of carrying his load into the kitchen, where he 
could at least leave it on the counter, Theo dumped it onto 
the too-narrow hallway table. It stood below a huge ornately 
framed mirror, which had been a bitch to get shipped from 
Milan, Ben’s hometown. When a few files slipped out of his 
overloaded file box, covering the floor with red-inked 
invoices and tax-deductible receipts, Theo cursed. 


Bracing himself by leaning heavily on the walnut table, 
he sighed, then stared at his reflection. Backlit by August 
evening Seattle sunshine, he looked all of his forty-two 
years. The dimples that Ben used to trace with his 
fingertips, encouraging him in his sexy Italian accent to 
“smile, tesoro, smile,” seemed etched a little deeper into his 
cheeks. The skin below his dark gray eyes appeared 
bruised, and while the rest of his face was only slightly 
lined, the glint of silver at his temples looked less refined 
against his light brown hair and more... well, old. 

Wondering just when he’d turned into a gaunter version 
of his father, Theo gathered up his paperwork before 
dumping it on the desk in his study. He wandered into the 
kitchen, searched the freezer for something marginally 
interesting to eat, and began his usual evening ritual. 

First, food. He put a meal for one in the microwave and 
hoped for the best, trying not to dwell on how dinner used 
to mean walking through the kitchen doorway into an 
invisible wall of garlic, basil, and effusive Italian culinary 
cursing. 

Next, a quick shower before changing into his pajamas. 
It used to drive Ben crazy when he’d change immediately 
after returning from work. Ben always said that in Italy the 
fun truly began the moment work was finished. He would 
follow Theo to the bedroom, saying, “The day is only half 
over, tesoro. Why are you ready for bed? We have places to 
go and people to see.” 

Sometimes he did genuinely forget that they were 
heading out, but there was fun in a little deliberate 
provocation too, in driving Ben slowly crazy until he’d snap. 
Theo thought a brief loss of temper had been so worth the 
sudden shove against a wall, strong hands tugging at his 
hair, as Ben explained, in his beautiful, husky Italian accent, 
just how annoying Theo was. 

How intolerable. 


Exasperating. 

Impossible. 

Then he’d catch Theo’s smile and slowly smile back, 
punctuating his grumbling with kisses before pulling away, 
Shaking his head until Theo provoked him all over again. 

Theo pulled up his pajama pants and tried to think 
about something else—anything—while walking down the 
hall to collect his laptop. He ate his dinner in the living 
room, cruising news websites as he half listened to the TV. 
After cleaning up, he spent a little time shuffling his 
paperwork back into order before concentrating for another 
solid hour on ratio analysis at his desk. 

The work could have waited until morning. He could 
have left it to one of the assistants to wrestle into shape 
before passing it on to one of the accountants. But that 
would mean a long evening stretching out with nothing but 
watching TV alone, or listening to music while he tried to 
concentrate on a magazine or novel. 

He reasoned that columns of figures were more 
tolerable than the tight clench of regret that familiar music 
could wrap around his ribs. Yes, plowing through paperwork 
was so much better, on balance, than recalling Ben’s huge 
grin as he looked back over his shoulder—tan and gorgeous 
—after finding the perfect spot to listen to an outdoor 
concert. 

Getting ahead on the next day’s work was more 
bearable than pretending to read while trying not to stare at 
the pictures and ornaments that decorated the walls, 
souvenirs of their myriad vacations together. He’d rather 
tally figures or make notes for the next day’s meeting than 
think about Antigua, Milan, or that terrible time in Provence. 

Tucked up in his too-big bed by ten, apartment tidy, 
clothes ready for the morning, Theo finally did something 
purely for his own pleasure. Pulling his laptop toward him, 
he logged into his guilty secret—a local political debate 


forum—and looked for people who were wrong. When a 
newbie started making ridiculous, unsupported, left-wing 
statements, Theo cracked a smile that left him looking at 
least a decade younger. 

New members arrived in a blaze of righteousness on the 
Internet forum regularly enough for Theo to predict the 
eventual outcome. Sometimes they would use the message 
board as a platform from which to lecture. Sometimes their 
one-sided commentary was amusing; oftentimes it proved 
incredibly annoying, especially when inserted into 
conversations among longstanding members. Most times, 
though, newbies came, ranted for an evening, then were 
never heard from again. 

Theo’s first comments on the forum, posted almost a 
year before, had been met with the same initial indifference 
that tonight’s newest member received. The debate about 
oil pricing continued, much like the course of a wide river. 
While the main thrust of dialog surged ahead relentlessly, 
smaller discussions on points of related interest formed 
Shallow pools along the riverbank. Theo watched the newbie 
Shout, flail, and then start to drown in the depths of the 
main discussion. Sighing, he waded in to offer a virtual 
lifeline back to calmer waters. 

Sending a quick message welcoming Morgan, the 
forum’s newest member, along with some links to prior 
discussions, Theo advised him to sit back and read for a 
while. 

Theo lost a few hours in the company of strangers that 
he had come to think of as his invisible friends. When he 
yawned hard enough to make his jaw crack, he added his 
good-nights to the social thread before starting to log out. 

The ping of an incoming private message caught his 
attention. 

Clicking idly, ready for sleep, Theo noticed that the 
newbie had followed at least a few of the links he had sent 


earlier that explained how to personalize forum settings. 
Under a brand-new Che Guevara avatar, his message read: 

MORGAN: These people are fucking idiots. 

Snorting softly, Theo shook his head and began to close 
the laptop just as another message arrived. 

MORGAN: Thanks. 

After logging out and shutting his laptop down, Theo 
pulled up his bedsheets and stared at the ceiling for a while. 
So many people came and went from the forum, but it had 
been a constant in his life for nearly a year. He’d shown his 
own ass enough times in the early days when he was still 
reeling with shock and anger—often drunk—to excuse a 
newbie’s rudeness. He’d lost hours pursuing online 
arguments as a way of expressing his impotent devastation, 
and thinking back, he’d been allowed a lot of leeway by 
some of the more established members. 

Theo hadn’t forgotten that sometime random and 
backhanded kindness. It cost him nothing to extend the 
same tough love of “sit back and shut up, fool” to someone 
else. 

That was the beauty—and the hidden cost—of Internet 
relationships, he guessed. Bonds of electronic friendship 
could be transitory, fragile, and Theo could never be entirely 
sure what someone’s backstory might be. Maybe this new 
guy, with his strident social-reform voice, worked in the 
nonprofit sector. Maybe he was a frustrated old hippie. 
Either way, he would learn to accept the give and take of 
message-board conversations, or he would be ignored. 

Theo fingered the fabric of Ben’s pajamas under the 
pillow on his side of the bed. With thumb and forefinger 
rubbing together in slow circles, soft cotton between them, 
he drifted off to dreams of slow dancing with Ben. 


THE next morning found Theo waiting for the gym to open, 
thinking yet again that a full membership was wasted on 
him. He did exactly the same thing every single time. He 
arrived in his sports gear and started running—pounding, 
pushing, panting—until he was ready to drop. 

When he first joined, the instructors used to come and 
talk, so he started wearing earbuds. He’d had zero interest 
in talking about mixing up his routine. He only ran to tire 
himself out. Lately, he’d taken to leaving the earbuds in his 
bag, and now smiled when people said hello. That was 
progress, he guessed. 

When a dark-haired guy he half recognized started 
jogging next to him that morning, Theo nodded in greeting. 
After a few miles of running in time to the awful gym music, 
Theo realized that he’d missed part of a conversation 
directed his way. 

“I’m sorry, what did you say?” Slowing the treadmill, 
Theo slicked back his sweat-darkened hair and paid closer 
attention. 

“It was nothing important. | just wanted to move on to 
the weights and could do with someone to spot me.” The 
other guy slowed, then stopped running and stepped off his 
treadmill, stretching out his quads as he looked up at Theo 
with a warm, open smile. “It’s no big deal if you’re in a 
hurry,” he added. 

Theo hesitated for a moment. Watching the ripple of 
disappointment on the other man’s face, quickly masked 
with a smile, snapped Theo back into the present. 

“Okay. Just give me a few.” 

The other man nodded and walked over to the weights, 
selecting a bar and a set of weight clamps as Theo slowed 
and stretched. When Theo approached, he turned to face 
him, hand outstretched. 


“I’m Peter. I’ve seen you here often, but never using the 
weights.” 

Theo wiped his own hand on his T-shirt, then shook 
Peter’s, appreciating his firm, quick grip and release. He’d 
been slightly concerned that Peter’s request might be a 
pick-up attempt. It had happened before. The whole point of 
these early morning runs was to tire his body physically. 
He’d woken up hard again, and instead of taking matters 
into his own hands, he ran. It wasn’t that he was averse to 
jerking off, but he had come to understand that doing so to 
get to sleep, then dreaming of Ben all night was so much 
better than doing the same thing in the morning and facing 
the whole day alone. Something about starting the day with 
a lonely orgasm just set his mood too low. 

Theo smiled for a second as he considered explaining 
his jerk-off policy to this stranger, then realized that this was 
reality, not his Internet message board, where normal social 
rules didn’t seem to apply. 

“I’m Theo.” He watched Peter pull on some gloves. “l 
usually just run. | guess | kind of waste my membership.” 

“Hey, it’s cool. But if you ever want to work on different 
muscle groups, just ask.” Peter turned toward the mirrors 
and flexed a little. He looked good—very good, to be honest. 
Theo cast his eyes between their reflections and wondered 
what Peter thought of his own physique. Theo was taller by 
at least two or three inches—he was six foot two in his 
stocking feet—and his body was lean under a wide pair of 
Shoulders. Peter looked stockier, but he carried it well, all 
around his shoulders and chest. 

Very nice. 

He spotted Peter while he worked through his routine, 
then accepted his good-natured offer of help and lifted for a 
while as Peter slipped weights on and off his bar, figuring 
out his optimal weight. Peter apologized when sweat from 


his forehead dripped onto Theo, then reached out to swipe it 
away. 

It was the work of a moment. A quick touch, that was 
all, but Theo lost count of his reps. 

Time to get to work. He smiled, excusing himself due to 
an early meeting, ignoring Peter’s sudden look of worry—he 
really had very blue eyes—then showered quickly and 
changed into his suit. As he drove to the office, he had to 
keep unclenching his hands from the steering wheel. Theo 
told himself it was okay. It really was. It was only 8 a.m., and 
already he’d spoken to another human being—someone that 
he didn’t even line-manage. 

This was progress. 

He backed into his office, dumping the file box on the 
floor by his desk, then slumped for a moment into his 
comfortable leather chair. When his personal assistant, 
Maggie, came in a few minutes later with his coffee, he was 
in the same position. Smiling at her greeting, noting her 
Slightly raised brow at his clear desk and blank computer 
screen, Theo quickly reassured her. 

“I’m fine. | was just thinking about the board meeting.” 
Taking in Maggie’s skeptical look, and the way she pursed 
her lips, he continued, “I’m fine. Really. | just did a little 
extra at the gym, that’s all.” 

“Mmm-hmm.” Maggie perched on his side of the desk, 
her hazel eyes fixed on his. 

Sighing, Theo shut his eyes and told his PA—the tiny 
red-haired woman who had fended off all the well-meaning 
visitors, then turned down all the invitations to dinners and 
dances and whatnot he’d received marked “plus one” over 
the last year—all about his morning. 

“I talked to a man at the gym. He was friendly. We 
worked out. He touched me. | left.” 

“And?” 


Her small, freckled hand reached out and smoothed his 
tie, wrestled the knot back to perfect center, then reached a 
little farther and held his hand. 

“| panicked. He was about my age, | guess, very fit, well 
spoken, and pleasant. He was probably straight.” Theo drew 
in a breath, then huffed it back out. “I think | liked him.” 
When he looked up, Maggie was only slightly blurry, so he 
blinked a few times. 

There. Progress. 

Maggie smiled but maintained her silence, which was 
just one of the reasons Theo employed her. She was the 
keeper of his secrets, listener to his long stretches of 
silence. The poor woman had had a baptism of fire, starting 
work just a month or so before he lost Ben. She squeezed 
his hand before listing his meetings for the rest of the day. 

Business as usual. 


Mucu later that afternoon, Theo slumped back in his seat as 
Maggie watched from the office doorway. At his tight-lipped, 
white-faced nod, she pulled the door closed behind her and 
sat opposite him, waiting for Theo to share the outcome of 
the board meeting. When he finally spoke, his usually calm, 
measured voice was a dull monotone. 

“A third, Maggie.” He shook his head as she gasped, 
hand quickly pressed over her mouth. “A third of all 
positions have to be eliminated from each department 
within the next four weeks.” 

Theo turned his chair, then stood and walked over to the 
window, watching as employees—colleagues, friends—left 
to start the commute home to their partners and families. 
Most had mortgage payments or rent due, and probably had 
credit card bills to pay too; some still had student loans to 
service. All were completely unsuspecting. 

“But why?” 


Theo shook his head. He was so fucking disgusted that 
he could barely begin to explain to Maggie how poor 
management decisions much further up the chain of 
command had led to a wholesale loss of business. There 
was little point in dwelling on the politics, whether global or 
corporate. Maggie understood well enough that the 
economy was in bad shape. 

Theo’s department dealt with accounts, a core service 
offered by their company. To cut his staff was shortsighted in 
the extreme. He’d had to fire people before, but that was 
back in the early days. These people were like family now. 
Theo wondered if he should have seen this coming, but 
guessed that he’d been a little distracted for the past year. 

“How will we manage over audit season?” Maggie raised 
a valid question, one that had whipped around Theo’s head 
since that afternoon’s meeting. His snort of laughter wasn’t 
a happy sound, and he bit his lip and tried to rein in his 
anxiety about managing the human cost of this completely 
shitty situation. 

“Interns. Lots more interns. That’s the suggestion from 
the top. Recruit double the interns over the busy periods, 
then reallocate work to the lower-grade staff.” Theo thought 
it was madness, short-term thinking at its fucking worst. 
There were sure to be errors. He felt frustration wash over 
him, certain that clients would be billed the same, even if 
the bulk of the work was done by unqualified student 
interns. It was unprofessional, unethical even, and would 
result in losing more business if it became common 
knowledge. 

Theo knew he was between a rock and a hard place. He 
could complain, or resist the cost cutting that would almost 
certainly lead to more job losses. For the first time since his 
own idealistic student days, he considered the human cost 
of business. 

Fuck, he sounded like that newbie on the forum. 


Running a hand through his thick hair, tugging it a little, 
he shook his head to clear it. This wasn’t a time for childlike 
wishing that life would be fair. Life wasn’t fair; it never had 
been. He, of all people, understood that all too well. 

They left the office late, both glad to be the last to 
vacate their floor, certain that their faces would have given 
them away if the cubicles they passed had been occupied. 
Theo drove Maggie home and sat outside her neat white- 
painted house discussing the best way to move forward. 

“There isn’t a best way, Theo. There just isn’t.” Sighing, 
Maggie clutched her purse and unfastened her seatbelt 
before turning back to him. “Please don’t forget to eat, and 
try to get some sleep. The rest of this week isn’t going to be 
easy.” She squeezed his fingers, then stepped out of the 
car, scooping up her youngest daughter as she toddled 
down the driveway toward her. Maggie’s husband watched 
from the front door, looking concerned as he studied his 
wife’s face. He held the door wide open for her, then nodded 
a farewell to Theo. 

Waving good-bye, Theo headed home. How he came to 
park in the small lot behind the gym he had absolutely no 
idea. Maybe his subconscious was telling him to tire himself 
out with a longer run than he had managed that morning. 
Maybe he was hoping to get distracted from the 
unavoidable decisions he had to make by a pair of bright 
blue eyes, and a smile that was warm and welcoming. 
Perhaps having someone to talk to, someone to share his 
load with who didn’t work in his field, was what he needed 
right then. 

Sitting in the lot for a moment longer, he recalled 
Maggie’s well-meaning words, “Don’t forget to eat.” 

Theo rested his head on the steering wheel. 

How many times had Ben said the same words in Italian 
when Theo had been knee-deep in learning the corporate 
ropes, right out of grad school? He’d squint at Theo when he 


staggered home late, needing help to get in the front door, 
then feed him his dinner—bite by delicious bite—as he 
grumbled over tax laws. 

Theo drove home alone. 

Later, after making the first difficult sweep through the 
Staff files, picking out the most likely to lose their positions, 
he sat in bed, completely exhausted, with a bowl of cereal 
he absolutely did not want to eat. Logging on to the forum 
for five minutes’ distraction from real life, he stumbled into 
what read like a civil war. 

The newbie had been busy. 

It had taken Morgan only twenty-four hours to split the 
membership. Maybe he’d been staging reconnaissance for a 
while, unnoticed. For all Theo knew, Morgan could have 
been trolling the day before, looking for logical fallacies and 
other weaknesses in the members’ arguments. There was 
no fucking way he could have divided the membership so 
quickly and neatly without being keenly intellectual. Theo 
laughed to himself, then looked around the bedroom guiltily, 
feeling ridiculous. After sitting up straighter and pulling the 
laptop closer, he shoveled down his slightly soggy Cheerios 
while clicking links. 

Oh, yes. Morgan was very clever. 

He’d taken apart the main forum players’ arguments by 
tracking back their own comments. Theo guessed that 
everyone contradicted themselves from time to time, but it 
was casually amusing to see other people’s dirty washing 
hanging out in public. Besides, the points Morgan had made 
the prior evening hadn’t been wrong, just naive, perhaps. 

The way he’d taken the discussions apart today was the 
work of an evil genius. 

Theo couldn’t resist. After a completely shitty day, he 
felt like sticking one to The Man. Joining a discussion on free 
trade, he supported Morgan’s argument, something he 
would never have done without the dose of corporate reality 


he’d had that afternoon, and then sat back, waiting for his 
virtual spanking. He moved from topic to topic—from the 
economy to the new tax code to a local politician caught 
with his pants down—playing the devil’s advocate. 

Theo sat in his bed, pink cheeked, wide awake, and 
smiling. 

As the evening passed, his in-box was flooded with 
messages asking if he’d suffered a stroke or if his account 
had been hacked. Snorting to himself, he let loose on a 
thread about shareholder responsibility, then went to the 
kitchen and fought with the coffeemaker that he’d never 
managed to master, preferring to leave domestic shit to 
Ben. Sliding back into bed with some microwave popcorn 
and strong coffee, Theo settled down for some more fun. 

When he saw a private message from the newbie, he 
grinned. 

MORGAN: Thanks for playing. 

They chatted back and forth for the next few hours via 
the forum’s messaging service, never sharing more than a 
sentence or two, but always poking fun at each other’s 
posts. The more Theo read, the more impressed he was. 

What he’d taken for Morgan’s idealism just the day 
before, he now saw through a more focused lens. The 
responsibility for firing colleagues weighed so heavily on 
Theo’s shoulders that when he considered the senior 
partners’ bonuses and the company jet, it all seemed 
morally bankrupt. It felt good to see Morgan running amok 
on the forum with opinions that challenged the status quo. 
And it felt even better to run with him for a few hours, 
virtually flipping the bird. 

When he finally signed off, promising his few forum 
friends that normal service would resume the next evening, 
he saw another private message pop up. 

MORGAN: Missing you already. 


Shutting the laptop down quickly, Theo stared at the 
ceiling, fingers heading for Ben’s pillow. Sighing, turning 
stubbornly away, he whispered, “Mi manchi gia,” just like 
Ben had when Theo left each morning. | miss you already. 

Sleep took a while to come. Then, when he woke before 
his alarm, face buried in Ben’s pillow, the day ahead 
seemed far too much like hard work. 


EARBUDS were no defense against Peter. 

Theo ran, attempting to keep focused, trying not to let 
anything or anyone distract him. Peter ran beside Theo, 
keeping pace easily, upping his speed or incline when Theo 
did, slowing to the same gentle jog for the last half mile, 
smiling the whole time. He pointed at his own ears, 
indicating that Theo should remove his earbuds as he wiped 
down his treadmill, then resumed their conversation from 
the previous day. 

Peter herded Theo over to the mirrored weights area 
and selected some of the smaller free weights. 

“So many people don’t realize that working on their 
back and shoulders will improve their running performance.” 
He demonstrated a technique, then passed the weights to 
Theo. “No, keep your elbows tucked in. Yes, like that. 
Better.” He walked around Theo, tapping at his shoulders 
when they rose too high, nudging his elbow when he 
overcompensated for the weight instead of letting his 
muscles take the strain. 

When he rested both palms lightly on Theo’s shoulders 
toward the end of a set of harder reps, Theo’s face in the 
mirror reflected his discomfort—panic?—at the physical 
contact. Instead of moving away, Peter stepped closer. Theo 
watched in the mirror as Peter’s lips thinned, pressed 
together tightly for a moment, leaving his face suddenly 


looking more mature. They were definitely close in age. Only 
Peter’s smiles made him seem more youthful. 

Standing perfectly still, Theo watched as Peter's 
reflection carefully placed his palms against Theo’s elbows. 
Even though he saw it happen, he still jumped a little at the 
contact, then closed his eyes. Peter’s voice sounded very 
close to his ear. “Anyone watching will think we’re 
discussing form, but you do need to open your eyes.” Theo 
shook his head. “Okay. So, is it me touching you that freaks 
you out, or is it just being touched by men in general?” 

Theo shook his head again. He didn’t need his eyes 
open to know that Peter was smiling when he next spoke. 

“I’m going to go with my instincts, Theo. I think it’s me, 
and that’s cool. But it would be good to have someone to 
work out with.” 

Opening his eyes, Theo shook his head for the third time 
before replying. “It’s not you, and it’s not ‘men’.” He rolled 
his eyes and tried to smile, looking vaguely crazy instead. “I 
like men.” Peter barked out a laugh, and then Theo finally, 
genuinely smiled. “I mean—” he started. 

“I know what you meant to say. | noticed that you don’t 
spend much time checking out the gym bunnies.” He 
winked, taking the free weights from Theo. “But it’s cool. 
We're cool. Just spot me from time to time, okay?” 

“I can do that.” Theo watched the easy bend and flex of 
Peter’s defined arms. He was in great shape, not too built, 
but solid. As Peter finished his second set, Theo took a 
breath, then reached out, pressing down lightly on the other 
man’s shoulders, reminding Peter to keep his form. 

In the mirror, Peter smiled at him. Open, warm, 
interested—definitely interested—but patient. 

Theo tried to smile in return. 

Progress, maybe. 


Later, at work, Maggie spread out staff files across one 
of the larger conference room tables. She powered up her 
laptop and started reading out the number of years of 
service, severance pay amounts, and associated criteria 
that the company used to decide layoffs. 

Twenty files remained after the first cut. 

Next, they worked on their own plan. Maggie recalled 
who had babies at home, who had a disabled spouse, who 
had issues with depression. 

Theo paged through a file. “This is a fucking nightmare. 
It’s the opposite of a scientific process. How do we know 
that Mitch doesn’t have extra financial commitments? How 
do we know that getting canned won’t be the end of the 
world to him?” He slammed the file back onto the table, 
sending sheets of paper flying. 

“We don’t. You don’t. You can’t know. But that’s why 
they pay you the big bucks.” She smiled sadly at her boss. 
“You just have to make the decision. You’ve already taken as 
many factors into account as you can, probably more than 
any other manager here has.” 

It didn’t matter that Maggie was right. It was still a 
burden that Theo found almost too heavy to carry. Much as 
he found those same staff files almost too heavy as he 
carried them up to his apartment that night. He was 
weighed down, awkward and clumsy as he fumbled for his 
keys. 

Theo leaned his nose against the buzzer just a split 
second before he remembered. 

There was no one at home to answer. 


CHAPTE| 
{WO 


By THurspay night, Theo was done with the layoff selection 
process, and Maggie had meticulously compiled packets 
ready for the termination interviews scheduled for the 
following afternoon. It had been a difficult week. Maggie 
reported that tension levels were high throughout the whole 
company. He could only imagine what the staff in his own 
department were thinking after he had shut himself away 
for days, where normally he operated an open door policy. 

Shutting down his PC at just after six in the evening, 
Theo realized his hands were shaking as he fumbled his 
mouse for the second time. 

When did he last eat? 

He vaguely remembered Maggie bringing him a 
Sandwich much earlier that afternoon. When he walked back 
to the larger meeting room they’d used as their base, he 
spied it, along with a bottle of now-tepid water sitting in a 
puddle of condensation exactly where she had left it. Even 
his extreme hunger couldn’t make a tuna salad sandwich 
which had been left sitting out for the afternoon seem 
appetizing. Its dried-out bread and wilted lettuce were 
completely unappealing. 

Theo felt tired. Bone tired. He leaned back, then 
surveyed the empty outer office, imagining it with fewer 
desks. Grabbing his laptop bag from his own office, he got 
halfway across the room when muffled cursing caught his 
attention. One of the cleaners was on his knees under an 


accounts assistant’s—Christina’s—desk. He jumped, 
banging his head, after Theo asked if he was okay. 

“Sorry, | thought you all had finished up for the night.” 
The cleaner held out a dusting rag, shrugging. “I dropped it 
behind the desk. Chick keeps her whole life in here.” 

For the first time in years, Theo looked really closely at 
the deeply personal world that Christina brought with her to 
work. She had so many pictures pinned to her cubicle walls: 
posed family group shots, candid ones of her children— 
Madison was getting so big; he remembered when she was 
born—as well as a slightly out of focus photo of an office 
Christmas party. Theo carefully unpinned that one with 
trembling hands as the other man shuffled past him. 

Toward the left of the shot, Theo saw himself smiling 
broadly. Ben leaned into him, kissing his ear, hand pressed 
against Theo’s chest—a perfect moment, caught by 
accident. He sank to the floor, swallowing hard, recalling 
that evening. He remembered all of the work events they 
had attended. He’d worked for the company since finishing 
grad school, in this same old building, before the top dogs 
relocated to a brand-new top-floor empire in the heart of the 
city. 

Being out had never been an issue professionally, as far 
as Theo was aware, anyhow. Ben had come to every single 
office party since Theo’s first company picnic, when he had 
been around twenty-six. Fuck. That was a whole lifetime 
ago. They had celebrated Ben’s thirty-fifth birthday that 
morning, so had arrived tipsy and handsy and obviously in 
love. There hadn’t seemed a whole lot of point in hiding 
after that. 

Besides, Ben was fun and friendly. He always 
remembered spouses’ names and asked after their kids way 
before Theo started to see that shit as important, or even 
interesting. Ben was smooth, while Theo was still learning 
the social graces, and he made corporate events look easy. 


Hell, he loved them, circling dates on their kitchen planner 
months in advance, then planning shopping trips for the 
perfect suit, or an elegant new tie. 

Ben didn’t need much incentive to shop, especially for 
Theo. He dressed him, and it was such an obvious pleasure 
that for more years than he liked to remember, Theo hadn’t 
needed to think at all about clothes. Ben said that he didn’t 
mind being a stereotype, just as long as he was a hot, well- 
dressed stereotype on the arm of an even hotter one. 
Besides, Theo’s workmates had come to expect fashion 
advice from Ben, while Theo stood by and listened, still 
clueless. 

His colleagues’ familiar acceptance was part of what 
made this whole termination deal so hard to handle. Theo 
had let people go before—it was part of the cycle of 
business—but since the company had been restructured, 
the atmosphere had changed. It didn’t matter that he had 
known his team for years. It didn’t matter that some of 
them were like family—closer than family, even. And it 
didn’t seem to matter that his department was cost 
effective. 

Fucking management consultants. 

Carefully pinning the photo back in its spot, Theo 
touched Ben’s image lightly, just with the tip of one finger. It 
was ridiculous how much he still missed him. 

When he found himself at home later, empty-handed for 
once, Theo went on autopilot. While the shower warmed up, 
he put a meal for one in the microwave, then stripped out of 
his suit. It was only when he started to wash his hair that 
the deep ache in his shoulders really made its presence felt. 
He’d have to tell Peter that he was feeling it tomorrow. 

Peter. 

Hot water sluiced down his body, warming the ache out 
of his back and arms. Theo closed his eyes and pictured 
Peter working through his reps in the weight room. He took 


each set very seriously, as focused on the last rep as on the 
first. He had stamina. Theo caught himself idly wondering 
what his abs looked like, then soaped himself quickly, trying 
to think about nothing at all. 

He burned his tongue on his dinner, hands shaking with 
hunger as he ate far too quickly standing at the kitchen 
counter. Suddenly exhausted again, dreading the morning, 
he went straight to bed with his laptop, a tub of ice cream, 
and two spoons. 

All week he’d lost hours on the forum, finding the 
company and conversation a welcome distraction in the 
middle of the night. This week, instead of reading avidly, 
then contributing a little now and then, he took part in 
pretty much every discussion. Perhaps that was due to the 
encouragement of the newbie, who had taken to leaving 
him private messages while Theo was off-line. 

Tonight was no different from the past few evenings. 

MORGAN: I cannot read the political forum. They are all 
fucking idiots. 

Scrubbing his hand over his face, Theo clicked and read, 
then clicked and read some more. 

THEO: I’m shaking my head on your behalf. 

Honestly, he was starting to think there was legitimately 
something wrong with him. He used to be able to give and 
take, ignoring discussions that were patently uninformed. All 
week long he’d found himself unable to resist opening 
threads started by opinionated forum main players, already 
knowing exactly what he would find. Morgan had absolutely 
no fear. He told people they were wrong, and now that he 
had everyone’s attention, he told them why in painful, 
excruciating detail. 

It wasn’t until Theo opened a thread about something 
completely unrelated to his work, where top-level decisions 
in sports were criticized, that he lost his cool. Before he 
knew it, he typed an essay on the cowardice of corporate 


hotshots leaving ordinary managers to be the bad guy, 
while they hid out in their penthouse offices. 

He might have ranted. 

His private message box pinged. 

MORGAN: I think I love you. 

Theo didn’t reply. He sat in his too-big bed, in his empty, 
beautifully furnished apartment, dreading going to sleep 
and dreading waking up in equal parts, just like he had fora 
year. He took absolutely no pleasure in any of it—work, the 
forum, anything. Pushing the laptop to one side, he dug into 
the tub of softening ice cream, glaring broodingly at the 
Spare spoon. 

When Morgan sent another message, asking what 
exactly he was doing anyway, Theo pulled the laptop closer. 
Surely there wasn’t anything better than being right when 
SO many idiots were wrong, Morgan insisted. So perhaps 
Theo should stop doing whatever he was wasting Morgan’s 
valuable time on, and get back to the cause. 

Theo apologized for taking a therapeutic ice-cream 
break. 

MORGAN: You are SUCH a girl. 

Snorting, Theo disagreed, then went back to reading for 
a while. They passed some time amicably sniping at each 
other until Theo eventually relaxed enough to sleep. 

He dreamed of Christmas. Ben sat at the kitchen 
counter studding small oranges with cloves—a traditional 
Italian festive favor—then tied them with silky red ribbons 
before taking them to the office Christmas party. He made 
one for each member of Theo’s team, advising that they 
hang them on their Christmas tree, then in their closets for 
the rest of the year. They wouldn’t decay; the cloves acted 
as a preservative that would remind them of this Christmas 
all year long. 


Later that night, Theo had kissed his way across Ben’s 
body as they stripped in the bathroom, licking his nipples, 
biting the flesh next to his armpit, nuzzling his neck. He 
trailed his tongue from Ben’s elbow to his wrist, following 
the scent until he sniffed Ben’s fingers before licking 
between them and sucking on his palms. 

“You smell like Christmas.” 

And Ben had. The smell made Theo a little crazy, 
overwhelming him, until he and Ben had drunk sex right 
there against the shower, sinking to the floor on a nest of 
warm towels. Ben had grumbled into Theo’s neck as he’d 
looped his arms around him, telling him to hurry as he’d 
been prepared—stretched a little, kissed a lot. Groaning as 
Theo pushed up, up, up, Ben had slowly relaxed down onto 
him, fingers clutching onto Theo’s until he adjusted. 

They fucked from Christmas Eve to Christmas Day with 
their hands clasped together, the scent of cloves and come 
dashed across their chests. 

In his sleep, Theo groaned. 


THE next morning, Peter refused to work out with him. 

Noticing the way that Theo fumbled with the settings on 
the treadmill, and how his hands shook as he pushed his 
thick light brown hair back, Peter hit the stop button on both 
of their machines. 

“What’s up? Are you sick?” Peter’s blue eyes were 
piercing, taking in everything about Theo—pale face, dark- 
ringed eyes, slumped shoulders—leaving no room for 
excuses as his fingers felt for Theo’s pulse. 

“I haven’t been sleeping too well. | should have eaten. | 
forget sometimes.” Theo sounded pathetic, even to his own 
ears. Like a kid, not a man in his forties. Peter regarded him 
for a moment, then squared his jaw, looking determined. 

“Come on. We're getting breakfast.” 


Within fifteen minutes, they were sitting in a nearby 
diner, accepting coffee and ordering their meal. Peter 
talked, while Theo just listened, feeling exhausted already. It 
wasn’t even 7:30 a.m. When their food arrived, Theo 
virtually inhaled his eggs and toast so fast that Peter 
watched from across the table in amusement. He pushed his 
own toast toward Theo, then winked at the server, asking 
for more. Theo swallowed somewhat self-consciously. 

“I guess | was running on empty,” Theo admitted as he 
took another huge bite. Peter sipped his coffee, eyes wide 
above the rim of his cup. 

“Uh-huh.” 

“It’s been a busy week.” Theo watched as Peter wiped 
his mouth with a napkin, then settled back in his seat. He 
looked completely relaxed, his expressive face tilted slightly 
to one side, dark hair falling damply across his forehead. 
When he smiled, Theo found himself smiling back. 

“That’s better.” Peter sounded pleased. 

“I’m not great company, | know. I’ve had better weeks, | 
guess.” 

Peter tilted his head the other way as Theo answered, 
then hesitated momentarily before speaking. “Not for a 
while, Theo. I’m not sure you’ve had a better week for some 
time. How long have you been coming to the gym now? Six 
months? Maybe longer?” He answered his own question. 
“Yeah, pretty much every other day for at least half a year, 
Theo. | haven’t seen much evidence of a better week yet.” 

Later, Theo wondered what expression must have 
crossed his face to make Peter reach over the table and 
grasp his hand. 

“Im sorry. Shit. I’m really sorry. It’s just been hard, you 
know? Watching....” As his voice trailed away, Peter 
squeezed Theo’s hand once, twice, then withdrew back 
across the table. Theo could almost see Peter’s inner conflict 
before he continued. “Sometimes when you run with your 


earbuds in, you smile. Did you know that?” He paused, then 
added, “The first time | saw you smile, | nearly dropped my 
weights.” 

Theo could feel a blush creep up his neck as if he were 
still a fucking kid—hot, unexpected, and embarrassing. 
When he looked across the table again, Peter was flushed 
too. 

“It’s true. | saw you in the mirror. What were you 
listening to?” Theo didn’t want to answer. He didn’t want to 
dwell, but Peter looked so inquisitive, so interested, that the 
words came, eventually. 

“It was probably a Bob Marley track.” At Peter’s blink of 
Surprise, he nodded. “My partner....” He stopped, sighed, 
started again. “My partner loaded my iPod. He liked to make 
playlists for me. Like a mix tape?” He looked up, and Peter 
nodded encouragingly, old enough to remember the simple 
pleasure of playing with tape cassettes. 

“He—Ben—made one for when | ran. He called it 
‘Pointless Waste of Time’.” Theo looked up in time to see 
Peter’s gentle smile. “He made lots of mixes for me. He 
could never understand how anyone could just pound away 
for an hour on a treadmill without entertainment, so he 
switched up the songs a little. He tried to surprise me.” 

Peter leaned forward, his shoe brushing against Theo’s 
under the table. 

“I guess | hadn’t listened to that particular playlist 
before. To be honest, | don’t usually have the music on. | 
wear headphones because | don’t want to talk while | work 
out.” Theo shrugged, looking down, guessing he wasn’t the 
only antisocial person at the gym, and then continued. “We 
went to Antigua last June. Ben had a braid put in his hair. We 
fished. It was good.” 

Theo kept his head down. 

The table blurred. 


He felt Peter’s other shoe against his. It didn’t feel awful 
—the opposite, actually. 

“Yeah, it was good. A great vacation, so the music 
reminded me, you know?” Theo shut his eyes for a moment, 
picturing the slow sway of Ben’s hips as they drank Bank’s 
beer with a crowd of honeymooners from Canada. They’d all 
been sunburned to hell and drunk on love, dancing to a Bob 
Marley tribute band with a couple of middle-aged gay dudes 
from Seattle. 

“And today?” Peter asked, squeezing Theo’s feet 
between his. “What’s going on with you today?” 

Moving his feet away a little, shuffling back in his seat, 
Theo looked up and sighed before speaking. “Today | get to 
fire people I’ve worked with for a very long time.” His face 
stretched, but it was more of a grimace than a smile. “I'd 
rather be back in Antigua.” He shrugged, looking up just in 
time to see a wave of sympathy wash over the face of the 
man opposite him. 

Changing the subject quickly—there was only so much 
pity Theo could take this early in the morning—he asked 
what Peter did for a living. 

“I’m a paramedic.” He pointed out the window. “That’s 
my station. Well, it’s usually my station. l'II be working ona 
new project, starting next week.” He smiled, looking proud 
before continuing. “I’m setting up a new unit. Recruitment, 
training, you know how it goes.” He paused, looking at his 
watch, then back up at Theo. 

“Look, | Know how shit days go too, Theo. One moment 
your life is on track, the next....” He shrugged, and Theo 
nodded. “I’ve seen it too many times to waste my own 
time.” Theo couldn’t look away from Peter’s frank, bright 
blue stare. When he spoke again, Theo found himself 
nodding in agreement without even thinking. 

“Go to work, have a shitty day, then come out with me. 
We'll get our beer on. No strings, no big deal, just say good- 


bye to the week and move on.” 

That sounded fucking perfect to Theo. 

Scary, but perfect all the same. 

Peter beamed, asking for Theo’s cell number before 
tapping it into his own and sending him a blank text. “Call 
me when you are done, and l'Il come and get you.” 

Theo nodded, suddenly feeling winded, realizing that it 
was time to get to the office. Back at the gym parking lot, 
Peter’s hand on his shoulder was firm as they said good-bye, 
and his smile was wide as he leaned out of his truck window. 
He called back to Theo as he unlocked his car. 

“Hey, don’t forget to eat!” 

Theo closed his eyes and tried not to think about Ben. 


He HAD definitely had better days. 

They started the termination interviews right after a 
lunch that Theo could hardly stand to look at. It seemed 
particularly callous, but he understood the logic behind the 
process. Firing people at the end of the week, then shuffling 
them out of the building as quickly as possible, prevented 
wholesale gossip and protracted bad feeling, according to 
the management textbooks. 

It didn’t help to know that on the floor above, as well as 
on the floor below, other managers were doing exactly the 
same thing. Theo guessed that the only departments slated 
to keep their full complement of staff were the ones on the 
corporate floor over at the new building. 

The first few interviews were terrible examples of 
terminations. According to the generic DVD sent out by 
Human Resources, people would react in one of three ways: 
They might get angry, they might get upset, or they might 
take the news on the chin. He and Maggie had watched the 
DVD together on the day it arrived. He had shaken his head 


while Maggie had rolled her eyes, saying, “What a crock of 
shit,” with great feeling. 

She wasn’t wrong. 

The first termination was met with all three reactions, 
and more. Theo witnessed disbelief, tears, anger, personal 
attacks, and finally resignation. Maggie cleared their desk, 
and security escorted them down to the front of the 
building. 

Stan, the second interviewee, was oblivious to the 
purpose of their meeting, even after Theo explained. His 
blank face was somehow worse than the previous staff 
member's indignation. 

“But... but.... Wait. What?” 

Theo felt nothing but sympathy for the man. 

Stan had shown him the ropes when Theo had been a 
completely inept new hire. He’d covered for his mistakes, 
taught him accounting shortcuts they didn’t teach in grad 
school, and invited him to both of his daughters’ weddings. 
Fuck. He’d stood behind Theo on his own worst day, when 
so many other people stayed away. 

“But... but... | don’t understand. Why?” 

Theo swallowed. This sucked. He thought momentarily 
of Morgan’s Internet wisdom. Just two nights before, he had 
said that the only problem with humanity was the impact of 
humans. When people pretended business needs were 
Superior to individual rights, anarchy was the obvious 
outcome. That particular discussion thread had exploded, 
but Theo remembered Morgan’s list of human rights: 
equality, safety, freedom of expression, and respect. He 
doubted Stan was feeling the respect twenty years of 
service should have earned him. 

It was crushing to watch his colleague—his friend— 
process the information. It was somehow harder to then sit 
back and listen as Stan rationalized on his behalf. 


“I guess it makes sense.” Stan’s face twisted a little. 
“I’m four years away from full retirement. If I’m careful, | 
guess....” His thoughts trailed away. Looking up, he tried 
really hard to smile at Theo. That was terrible. “Chrissie has 
the kids to bring up on her own, Nick’s boys just started 
college. | get it, Theo. | understand why you chose me 
instead of them.” 

After he left—shaking Theo’s hand, then pulling him into 
a hug—Theo rested his head, cheek down, on the cool desk 
surface. It made no sense to him. Stan saved the company 
SO much more money every single year than he cost to 
employ just by catching others’ mistakes. His billable hours 
were never an issue; he consistently generated more 
income than forecast. He was recommended to new clients 
by established ones in a business where word of mouth 
raised more new dollars every year than glossy corporate 
advertising ever could. 

He rested his head for a while, then fumbled in his 
pocket as his cell chimed; he had forgotten to turn it to 
silent because it never usually rang. Theo read the incoming 
text, then laid his head back down. 

PETER: Keep going. Do your best. l'Il be thinking about 
you. 

Theo puffed out a huge breath and kept going, doing his 
best until it was over. 

On balance, Maggie and Theo agreed that the last 
interview was the worst, and the best. Curtis was from 
California and was so laid back that Theo sometimes 
wondered what the hell he was doing in Seattle, when it was 
clear that he missed his old beach bum-life so much. At only 
twenty-five, he was the best of the prior year’s interns. He 
was excellent with math, but a disaster with timekeeping. 
His termination had been the easiest decision to make. 

He initially took the news on the chin, then dismantled 
the corporate strategy behind the firings so thoroughly that 


he left Theo breathless. If he’d read Curtis’s thoughts on 
paper, he would have thought him much, much older. 
Everything he said was absolutely true. When he predicted 
the slow collapse of the company, as spin and marketing 
replaced actual accounting, Theo shivered. 

Had the situation been different, he would have told 
Curtis about the debate forum. He imagined that Morgan 
would have a few tricks to teach him. Hell, Curtis was so 
young to have such a philosophical talent; he might even 
outtalk Morgan with a few years practice. Instead, Theo 
talked to Curtis about his future. When Curtis asked him why 
he had stayed with the same company for so many years, 
wondering aloud how he hadn’t died of boredom, Theo 
blinked, thinking. 

“I don’t really know. | guess | had so much going on in 
the rest of my life, work was just work. It’s always paid well, 
and I’ve been challenged with extra responsibility—although 
this aspect does actually suck—and the people, well, they’re 
like family.” It was true. It was all true. 

He and Ben had traveled pretty much every chance 
they got, even weekends. They had friends throughout the 
country, and family to visit in Milan. They had godchildren in 
NYC, and a timeshare right outside San Francisco. Ben had 
loved San Francisco, and a lot of their friends were based in 
the Bay area. They had planned to retire there, although 
that had seemed a long way off. 

Curtis looked between Maggie and Theo, and told them 
with the absolute certainty of youth not to waste their lives. 
They should make a fresh start too. He nodded, shook 
Theo’s hand, then held out his fist until Theo slowly pressed 
his own fist to it before Curtis left with Maggie. 

When she returned a few minutes later, pink cheeked 
and blinking, Theo laughed. 

“He kissed me. In the elevator. All the way to the ground 
floor.” 


Theo had never seen her so dazzled. 

“And?” 

“It was wonderful.” 

Theo guessed that the day could have ended on a worse 
note. Once he’d held a tearful team meeting with the 
remaining employees, he took Maggie home and thanked 
her for her support during a particularly shitty week. He 
didn’t bring any files home with him. He had absolutely no 
intention of thinking about work over the weekend. 

Showering quickly, selecting casual clothes that he 
guessed would be suitable for a bar, he sent Peter a text 
before he could change his mind. While he waited, he 
sipped coffee and booted up his laptop. His private message 
light flashed as soon as the forum loaded, the ping signaling 
absolute online urgency. 

MORGAN: Come on. Come on. Come on. COME ON 
ALREADY. 

He left the laptop open on the counter after he heard 
the buzzer and went to open the door. Peter looked as 
nervous as Theo felt. He asked him to step inside for a 
moment while he fetched a jacket. Once Theo was set, he 
turned, walking right into Peter. In the muted entranceway 
lighting, Peter’s eyes looked a much darker shade of blue. 
He kissed Theo quickly with lips that were warm, soft, and 
dry, then joked that now they could both relax. 

Dazed and slightly breathless, Theo pulled the front 
door closed behind him, ignoring his laptop’s insistent ping. 

Morgan could wait. 
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THE first bar they hit was full of younger people getting their 
Friday night on. They didn’t stay for long. When Peter 
clinked bottle bottoms with him and smiled, Theo felt self- 
conscious, wondering what the fuck he was doing there. He 
looked down at what he was wearing and then, from the 
corner of his eye, glanced at Peter, who looked completely 
relaxed. 

He’d driven them into a district Theo wasn’t overly 
familiar with, saying that there were a variety of bars, clubs, 
and restaurants there he thought Theo might like. He turned 
as he parallel parked, arm slung across the back of Theo’s 
seat, making the maneuver seem easy in his huge truck. 

Ben would have driven around the block forever rather 
than attempt it. He blamed his European upbringing, stating 
that Italians abandoned their cars rather than bothering to 
park them so neatly—why waste important talking time with 
friends, fretting over angles? He’d walk away from his little 
classic Alfa Romeo Spider—Ben’s pride and joy, imported as 
a gift to himself once he sold his half of his business to his 
youngest brother, Marco—leaving it parked at a crazy angle 
while Theo pretended they weren’t together. 

“Hey....” Peter leaned in a little, eyebrows raised. “Drink 
up. | know somewhere a little more our speed.” 

As he stepped away from the bar, Theo was jostled by a 
pack of good-natured college kids. Peter’s hand on his hip 
steadied him, gripping him firmly before sliding up his side a 
little. Theo shivered. This was all so far out of his comfort 
zone. 


Too far. 

“Peter, I’m not sure this was a good idea,” Theo started 
to explain, but Peter took both of their bottles and put them 
on the bar before leaning in closer. Theo could smell his 
unfamiliar cologne and feel his warm breath against his 
neck. If he moved just an inch, they’d be close to kissing. 

“Everything’s cool, Theo. We’re only having a drink and 
getting something to eat, just like everyone else here who’s 
kicking back for the weekend. It’s no big deal.” His hand 
squeezed Theo’s side once, then dropped. 

Theo followed Peter from the bar as he pushed through 
the crowd of college kids—all fresh faced, excitable, and so 
fucking young. He stopped and sighed with relief once they 
were outside. Peter walked on a ways, then turned, checking 
to see if Theo was with him. In the almost-dark, he looked 
like a stranger, then he smiled and Theo huffed out a 
breath. 

This was so hard. 

Too hard. 

“Let’s eat,” Peter suggested. “What do you like? 
Italian?” 

“No!” Theo shot the word out, then covered his mouth 
with his palm, embarrassed, shocked at his own emphatic 
rudeness. Peter blinked. 

“I’m sorry. | just... | think | need to go home now.” 

Peter didn’t let Theo take more than three steps. Instead 
he guided him to a doorway and pulled him into a tight hug. 
He was so strong, wrapping Theo up, holding him steady. 
Theo felt completely wiped out, exhausted beyond belief. 

“Come on,” Peter’s voice was soothing, his breath 
coasting across Theo’s ear. “Let’s go eat. You can tell me 
about your day, and l'Il tell you about mine. We both need 
to chill, yes?” Theo stood very still for a minute, then 
nodded against Peter’s neck. “Okay, good. That’s good. So, 
I’m going to choose a place, and you are going to come with 


me, and it will be fine, yes?” Theo nodded again. Peter took 
a deep breath. His chest was broader than Theo was 
accustomed to, and it was warm and comfortable to lean on. 
He felt as if he could sleep standing up. If it wasn’t for 
Peter’s constant talking, he probably could. 

“We'll eat and talk... and maybe flirt a little?” 

Theo swallowed and shrugged. He felt Peter’s cheek lift 
against his own. He was smiling. “lIl flirt. You just have to 
keep me company while | do it, okay?” Theo choked out a 
noise that almost sounded like a laugh. Peter gave him one 
last squeeze, then slipped an arm across his back, guiding 
him along the street and into another bar. This one was 
quieter, the patrons more in their age range. Some 
musicians were tuning their acoustic guitars on a small 
stage in the corner. 

Yes, this was better. 

He watched as Peter ordered for them—more beer, 
bread, tapas for two—then found a table tucked away from 
the busier bar area. Peter talked pretty much nonstop, not 
giving Theo a single chance to overthink, until their food 
arrived, smelling garlicky and gorgeous. The food was 
delicious, spicy, and hot. Peter kept heaping more onto his 
plate, encouraging him to taste everything. 

“Try the squid. Fucking delicious, right?” They fought 
over the last of the patatas bravas, then Peter pushed away 
from the table, leaning back, wiping his mouth. He watched 
Theo scoop up spicy sauce with a crust of bread and smiled. 
“Better?” 

Theo figured it was too late to be self-conscious. He’d 
stuffed his face like he hadn’t eaten for a week, so he just 
smiled, nodding across their small table at Peter’s obvious 
pleasure. 

They shared a dessert dish of something sticky that 
oozed hot chocolate sauce, while Peter told him more about 
his newest work project. He’d qualified as a paramedic 


years before and had moved over to a management role 
five years ago. The way he discussed the politics he dealt 
with every day sounded so familiar. Before he knew it, Theo 
was sharing the details of his shitty week with Peter, who 
leaned in, elbows on the table, listening closely before 
speaking. 

“Man, canning people sucks. It helps to have friends to 
talk this shit out with, right? | nearly didn’t take this new 
promotion until my friends talked me into it. All | could see 
was the paperwork, and that shit’s not exactly appealing. IIl 
never stop wanting to respond to 911 calls, so | still cover 
crew shifts from time to time. It was firing | didn’t want the 
responsibility for, but it’s such a small part of the job that 
I’m glad they talked me into taking it.” Peter lifted his bottle 
as a server passed, asking for two more. 

“Anyway, my new posting is more training oriented, and 
I’m really excited about it. Crisis management has been 
overlooked for so long, but when people call 911 after a 
rape or an assault, the way they are initially treated is so 
fucking important. It’s even more so in cases of attempted 
suicides and domestic violence.” He nodded before 
continuing. “A lot of EMTs view suicide attempts or repeated 
domestic calls as huge wastes of resources. It’s all human 
pain, though. If the crews get crisis management training, 
they learn how to listen without blaming or judging. It’s 
important, right. Feeling heard when you're in a bad place. 
We all need people to talk to.” 

Theo had nothing to add. Who did he talk with? Maggie? 
Anonymous strangers on the Internet? He hadn’t kept up 
with their friends since he’d been without Ben; he’d let too 
many invitations pass. He’d pushed them all away. 

Peter was perceptive. Scooting his chair a little closer as 
the guitarists started their set, he placed himself so he 
could see both the stage and Theo’s profile easily. “Hey, 
where did you go?” He patted Theo’s leg under the table, 


then raised his hand again to take the fresh beers from their 
server. After a moment of silence that lasted just a beat too 
long, he put Theo out of his misery. 

“Why don’t we just sit and listen to the music for a 
while?” he suggested. Theo nodded, honestly relieved. 
Conversation seemed too fucking hard. He drank instead. 
The week caught up with him as he let the music wash over 
him, vaguely aware that he was comfortably full, with the 
beginnings of a good buzz, and with someone warm and 
solid to lean against for a change. He let out a huge sigh, 
then relaxed. 

When Peter's fingers trailed across the back of the hand 
that Theo rested in his lap, turning it palm up, he held his 
breath. Peter’s fingers—long, slightly rough, steady—traced 
the lines across his palm. He watched Peter move one 
fingertip along his life line first, then work his way slowly, 
Slowly, slowly all the way along his heart line. When he 
pressed two fingertips onto Theo’s skin, tracing both lines at 
the same time, Theo found himself gasping. 

He glanced to the side. Peter’s gaze was on him, 
focused, dark, intent. 

Peter cast a quick look around. The other patrons were 
all busy with their own parties, or had their heads turned 
toward the musicians. He curled his hand around Theo’s 
and, leaning in closer, brushed a light kiss across his lips. 

Theo closed his eyes. 

How many times had he sat in bars with Ben and stolen 
kisses? 

How many times had he taken those moments for 
granted? 

His throat constricted. 

He missed him so much. 

When he opened his eyes again, determined to tell 
Peter that he was sorry but he’d made a terrible mistake, he 
found Peter already standing, pulling out bills from his 


wallet. As soon as they were out on the street, Peter started 
apologizing. 

“Theo, | didn’t mean to make you feel uncomfortable. | 
told you no strings and | meant it. | did, honestly. | just.... 
You looked....” He stumbled over his words. “I can see that 
you aren't ready for this right now. | shouldn’t have touched 
you.” He paused, scrubbing his hand across his jaw. Theo 
could hear the soft rasp. He could imagine now exactly what 
those fingers felt like. 

The fresh air hit him hard—he hadn’t drunk alcohol for 
well over six months—and he couldn’t stop thinking about 
the way that Peter’s eyebrows drew down as he frowned, so 
obviously pissed at himself. 

Peter started talking again, “It’s just hard, you know? | 
think we could be—” Theo stopped him, right there in the 
middle of the sidewalk. He gripped Peter’s arm, making him 
slow, then stop completely. Before Peter could say another 
word, Theo pushed him back toward the shadowed recess of 
a boutique doorway. 

When he kissed Peter, he didn’t think about whether 
they could be seen. He didn’t think about much at all. He 
just pressed his mouth to Peter’s, tasting beer, chocolate, 
and residual spice as their lips touched, just like all those 
times he’d kissed Ben after dinners out with friends. Peter 
stood still, so completely still that Theo started to pull back. 
Then he groaned, wrapping his arms around Theo, pulling 
him closer and kissing him back. Their tongues touched, and 
it was the most alive Theo had felt all year. Peter’s mouth 
was like dipping into warm, wet velvet with just a hint of 
teeth. 

Perfect. 

Amazing. 

He could really kiss. 

Peter slowly increased his intensity, first taking his time 
to advance slowly, then pulling back to make Theo follow 


him, chasing his lips. Theo held Peter’s face still, registering 
the roughness of his light scruff under his fingers, wanting 
to get closer. He slipped one hand into Peter’s thick, dark 
hair, making him groan into his mouth again. Theo didn’t 
think about anything. Not about his shitty week or his 
terrible, terrible year. Beer, fresh air, and Peter’s kiss wiped 
his mind completely clear, leaving him hanging onto his 
broad shoulders. He could feel Peter’s hands holding him 
firmly, pressing their way down his sides, moving back to 
hold his ass. They inched closer, kissing deeply, hips 
starting to press together. 

With no conscious thought at all, Theo’s hands slipped 
down to the bottom of Peter’s shirt, seeking out skin-on-skin 
contact. Peter felt so hot to him, his muscles evident yet 
covered in the softest skin. Theo wanted to kiss him there 
too, maybe even lick him a little. Peter shook under Theo’s 
cool fingers, then said his name in a voice that was so 
obviously not Ben’s that he lurched backward, blinking and 
dazed. 

The sudden sound of a passing siren made them clutch 
at each other momentarily, then step apart again. Theo 
Shook his head, trying to clear his foggy thoughts. He 
rubbed both palms over his face, wondering what the fuck 
he’d been thinking. 

Dry-humping in a dark doorway? 

His dick throbbed, and he felt a little sick. 

Hadn't he just been thinking about Ben? 

“Theo, don’t go.” Peter clutched at his arm again as he 
made to step out of the darkness, desperate to get home 
right away. 

“Stop. Please stop. Wait.” Theo did, standing at the 
sidewalk’s edge as Peter stood behind him. His voice was 
quiet but firm. “I’m not sorry for that. Not at all, Theo. lI’d 
like to do that a whole lot more, and | think that part of you 
would too. But maybe not right now. Am I right?” 


Theo shrugged. 

“Let me put you in a cab. I’m going to be out of town for 
the first few weeks of my new posting. Why don’t you think 
about this—us—while I’m away?” He sounded so reasonable 
to Theo, who turned, taking in Peter’s expressive, handsome 
face. And he was handsome, even when he didn’t smile. The 
shadows gave him a look of mature, calm authority. 

“I'd like to see you again, Theo. l’d like to see you a 
whole lot, but maybe we should start from the beginning 
when | get back.” He paused, then looked directly at Theo, 
not letting him hide, tilting his chin up until he made eye 
contact again. “Maybe then you could tell me what 
happened with Ben. Perhaps you'll be ready to let go and 
move on.” 

Theo swallowed and shrugged again, waving down an 
approaching cab, judging himself as pathetic for only just 
choking out a good-bye. He couldn’t even think about what 
Peter was suggesting. Not right then, at least. 

Maybe never. 

He felt the weight of Peter’s hand slip from his shoulder 
as he climbed into the cab, then wound down the window, 
remembering belatedly to say thanks for dinner. 

“You've got my number, Theo. I’m not going to bug you, 
but you can call me whenever you like. Talk to my voice 
mail. l'II always get back to you, although | can’t promise 
when. The next few weeks will be busy.” Theo nodded, 
taking in Peter’s sweep of dark lashes and the way his lips 
naturally lifted at the corners. He looked back as the cab 
pulled away, watching as Peter stood at the curb, one hand 
pushed into his hair, before turning away. 

Later, in his dim bedroom, Theo opened his laptop to 
find message after message from Morgan. He’d been 
causing havoc all over the message board, inciting 
arguments, then stepping neatly out of the way. 

MORGAN: Where the fuck have you been? 


Theo powered the laptop down and stared at the ceiling 
until morning. 


SATURDAY morning found Theo gritty eyed and unrested yet 
determined to do something productive with his time. He 
spent an hour doing domestic chores—laundry, cleaning the 
bathroom, changing the bed linens—then found himself 
standing at the side of his bed after tucking the clean sheets 
into place, Ben’s pajamas clutched in his hands. 

Sliding open one of Ben’s empty dresser drawers, he 
carefully put them away instead of placing them under his 
pillow, smoothing the fabric, lips pressed together tightly as 
he told himself that this too was progress. Then he grabbed 
his keys and left the apartment, directionless, purposeless, 
just wanting really badly to be somewhere else for a while. 

It wasn’t until he took the I-5 north toward Vancouver 
that he realized he was headed toward his parents’ house. 

He hadn’t visited the lake house—his childhood home— 
for nearly a year. It wasn’t that Theo didn’t have a 
relationship with his parents; he did. As a family, they 
weren’t as close-knit as Ben would have liked, but Theo had 
grown up with their reserve and was somewhat used to their 
reticence around “new” people. It wasn’t until he and Ben 
had been together for over a year that he realized his mom 
actually had an issue with their relationship. Initially he had 
been disbelieving, trying to force situations where the four 
of them could spend time together. How could anyone not 
love Ben? 

It took a few years for Theo to pretty much give up 
hoping, and honestly, it wasn’t that much of a wrench. His 
parents seemed perfectly happy with their own company, 
even though they had all been so close when he lived at 
home. They came into Seattle at least monthly, and Theo 
met them for lunch on his own, taking Ben up to the lake 


house only on the holidays. His parents were always polite, 
and Ben used to try so fucking hard to find things to talk 
about with them. Eventually, his mom’s brittle edginess 
around Ben just made them both sad. 

The concept of adults still seeking parental approval had 
been the subject of heated discussion on the message 
board earlier in the week. He and Morgan had messaged 
privately several times about the subject—sometimes there 
were aspects of debates that bordered on being too 
personal for open discussion—and Theo had felt touched 
that Morgan chose to share the loss of his parents with him. 

It was understandable, of course, that people in their 
age group lost their parents. Theo guessed that they were 
all getting older; his own parents were in their seventies. 
But Morgan’s message had made him really consider his 
parents for the first time in ages. 

MORGAN: | wish | could talk to Dad again. Just for one 
last time. 

Theo understood. 

MORGAN: Sometimes | wonder if he would be proud of 
me. Sometimes I’m absolutely certain that he wouldn’t be. 
Not right now, anyway. 

Yeah, parents. 

MORGAN: If | could go home right now, | would. 

Theo stopped at a service station when he was half an 
hour away from Big Lake and spoke briefly to his mother, 
holding the phone away from his ear at her burst of delight. 
The rest of the journey flew by, leaving him with little time 
to think, which suited him just fine. 

Thinking had kept him up all night. 

Thinking made his palms tingle, as if he still had Peter’s 
skin—hot, soft, not Ben—pressed under them. 

As he turned right onto East College Way, just a few 
miles from home, he started counting food outlets to 
distract himself—McDonald’s, Domino’s, Quiznos, Pizza Hut, 


Subway, Denny’s, Taco Bell—thinking that Morgan had been 
right yet again. 

During an online debate on the nation’s health he stated 
that if you put junk food within a mile of students, that’s all 
they would eat, and that students were targeted with a 
higher density of junk-food choices than any other 
demographic in America. There had been a lot of talk about 
personal responsibility, but he had turned the tables neatly, 
asking if anyone on the forum had heart health issues. 
There had been a flurry of assent. Then he asked if they 
would have chosen tofu and sprouts when they were teens 
and first away from home. 

Maybe, Morgan suggested, someone should care about 
kids’ hearts, not just the hearts that cost insurance 
companies the big bucks when it was already too fucking 
late. It was a far from perfect argument, but it had stuck 
with Theo. He thought about that, fretting slightly that 
maybe Morgan was also in the heart-health age group as he 
passed the Mount Vernon campus of Washington State 
University. Minutes later he turned onto the road that led to 
the cove on which his parents’ house was situated. 

The house looked no different. 

His mother was at the door, waiting, while his father 
stood halfway up a ladder against one of the upper-floor 
windows. 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” The man was seventy-three years 
old. Theo was out of his car and across the lawn to the foot 
of the ladder in moments, holding it steady, suddenly 
overwhelmed with something close to guilt. His father 
shouldn’t have to do dangerous repair jobs like this on his 
own. 

“Theo,” his father smiled down at him. “I’m nearly done 
here, so go get some coffee with your mom. She’s been 
annoying me for the last half hour.” He felt his mom’s warm 


hand on his shoulder, then her arms slipped around him, 
hugging him lightly. 

“Baby boy.” It was always like this. His dad pretended 
that he was invincible and that Theo was still a kid who 
couldn’t help him out. His mom reverted to seeing him as an 
infant. Sighing, Theo wondered why they never saw him for 
who he was: a grown man in his forties with responsibilities 
of his own. Later they took their places at the kitchen table 
just like when Theo was a kid, while his dad probed him 
about work. They talked shop until his mom sighed before 
asking if he was seeing anyone nice. 

“What? I’m sorry, | mean.... What?” While his parents 
had always been quietly supportive of his sexuality, they 
never, ever asked for details of his personal life. 

“I just wondered if you had met anyone, Theo. I’m sure 
they’d be nice; you’ve always been a good judge of 
character. | just....” She looked across at his dad, then 
pushed her thick white hair away from her face in a gesture 
that Theo recognized as his own before adding, “It’s been a 
year.” 

Theo excused himself and headed for the bathroom, 
where he splashed his face with cold water until his eyes 
stopped burning. Fuck. This—this—was exactly why they 
didn’t spend time together. Returning to the kitchen, which 
looked just the same as when he’d groaned over his 
homework at the table as a kid, he resumed eating, tasting 
absolutely nothing. 

His mom tried again. “Since Ben—” 

“You don’t get to talk about Ben.” Theo drew in a 
breath, shutting his eyes for a moment, hauling his temper 
back in. The manners he’d learned as a kid battled with his 
need to set the record straight. Morgan’s typed messages of 
a few days earlier seemed to be written on the back of his 
eyelids. 

MORGAN: People treat you exactly as you let them. 


” 


MORGAN: Sometimes you have to say “Fuck that shit.” 

MORGAN: I have trouble with that. 

Theo doubted there was much that Morgan had trouble 
with. He’d obviously lived, perhaps experienced tough 
times, but his words stayed with Theo. He let out a long 
sigh, then opened his eyes and met each parent’s gaze in 
turn, pitching his voice low to stop it from shaking. “You 
don’t ever get to talk about Ben. You had fifteen years to 
talk with him—or with me about him. You chose not to, for 
reasons | will never, ever comprehend. We were together for 
longer than most marriages last.” He pushed away from the 
table, hands shaking. “Now, what do you need help with?” 

He spent the rest of the afternoon helping his dad with 
repair work. The house had been built in the 1930s and 
needed more and more tender loving care each year. It was 
too big for just the two of them now, involving far too much 
upkeep. He suggested, as he had many times before, that 
they move somewhere more manageable. After Theo had 
helped his dad replace some rope on their boat, they stood 
at the far end of the jetty and looked back at the house 
together. 

“Why would we move, son?” His dad looked genuinely 
puzzled. “This is where our memories are. Why would we 
ever leave those behind?” 

His mom approached, carrying steaming mugs on a 
tray, coffee for them, hot chocolate for him. A peace 
offering. They drank in silence. His mom shivered. She was 
much frailer than Theo remembered. He watched her press 
her lips tightly together, seeing himself once more in her 
unconscious habits, before she addressed the lake without 
making eye contact. 

“We don’t want you to be alone, Theo. We only want you 
to be happy.” She shuffled a little closer, bumping her hip 
against his leg, offering only token comfort that came far, 
far too late. 


Theo slipped an arm around her thin shoulders. 
“| was.” 


CHAPTE 
YT OUL 


THEO stayed the night, which pleased his parents so much. 
He hadn’t slept a single night in his childhood home since 
he realized that his mom wasn’t going to change her mind 
about Ben. They had always made the drive back to the city 
instead, no matter how late they stayed after Thanksgiving 
or Christmas dinners. Waking with a lurch on Sunday 
morning, sitting bolt upright in the guestroom bed, Theo 
slumped back for a moment, mentally compiling a list of the 
work awaiting him in the week ahead. 

The smell of bacon lured him downstairs. 

His mom had been busy. 

“You're too thin, Theo.” She heaped his plate with food, 
Sliding it across the table toward him. “Are you sure that 
you're looking after yourself?” Worry creased her face. 

“I’m good.” He plowed through his meal staring at the 
table rather than at his mom, then decided that he might as 
well speak honestly. There had been precious little honesty 
between them since he had returned to Seattle with Ben 
fifteen years before. “I still forget to eat.” 

“Oh, Theo. You have to look after yourself.” 

“I know.” He paused while his mom sat buttering her 
toast. “Ben used to make me eat. Now that he’s....” He 
heard the slow scrape of butter over toast stop. “Now that 
it’s just me, | guess | find it hard to get motivated about 
cooking, or eating, or anything really.” He ignored her 
silence. “I should have paid more attention to him when he 


cooked. | should have made him write his recipes down 
somewhere. | should have—” 

“Theo....” 

“No, don’t stop me, Mom. | should have paid more 
attention. | should have. Maybe if I’d done that he’d still be 
here.” 

“Oh, Theo. You can’t think that.” When he looked up, his 
mom was white faced. 

He shrugged. “I can, and | do. | think it every single 
day.” It was the truth. Every single time he went into the 
kitchen, every single time he opened the refrigerator he was 
reminded, over and over and over of what he’d lost. “Ben 
did so much for me. He just loved having someone to look 
after. He was a family man through and through, Mom, and | 
got spoiled. It’s been kind of hard to get motivated to do 
things for myself, but lately | feel like I’m starting to get 
there.” He helped himself to more bacon. “Yeah, I’m getting 
there, | guess.” 

His mom put her knife down, her movements precise. 
She focused on her plate before saying, “I could cook for 
you, Theo. | could fill your freezer with meals. I’d love to do 
that for you, if you would only let me.” 

“That’s okay. I’m good.” He almost smiled at her raised 
brows. “Well, I’m trying harder, anyhow. Making progress.” 

They finished their meal in silence. 

After breakfast, he kissed his mom and hugged his dad 
before climbing back into his car and heading for the city. 
The sky was clear, and the interstate was relatively quiet. 
He made good time and stopped at a grocery store where 
he stocked up on produce, aware that trying harder 
probably meant nuking fewer frozen dinners. He chose 
vegetables, knowing that Ben would have turned his nose 
up at his selection. He’d been such a fucking food snob. 
When he got home, he threw open the windows to change 


the air, then settled at his desk to balance his checkbook 
and pay bills. 

His e-mail in-box was full of alerts from the debate 
forum, and he had a ton of private messages waiting for 
him. Logging on, starting to read, Theo’s smile lit up his 
face. Morgan had been a sneaky shit while Theo had been at 
his parents’ place. He’d found prior messages of Theo’s and 
rebutted every single one, demanding answers, challenging 
him to debate and promising a virtual spanking. 

Pushing up his shirtsleeves, checkbook balancing 
forgotten, Theo got to work. When Morgan came online 
later, Theo messaged him immediately. 

THEO: Anyone would think that you missed me. 

MORGAN: Who are you? 

They kidded around and tag-teamed on a health-care- 
reform debate into the early evening, right up until Theo’s 
cell phone chimed, alerting him to a text from Peter asking if 
he could come and see Theo that evening. He called him 
right back. 

“I thought you were leaving.” 

“I am. | meant to leave yesterday, but something’s 
come up. Can | see you first? | can be with you in twenty 
minutes.” Theo could almost picture his frown. “I need to 
see you, Theo. Can | come over? | won’t take too much of 
your evening. | really do have to leave later tonight.” 

Agreeing quickly, he logged out of the forum, then 
paced his apartment, feeling awkward and uncomfortable in 
his own skin. Peter had sounded strange. When he 
eventually heard the buzzer, he wasn’t sure if he was 
relieved or worried as he opened the door. 

“Hey.” Peter was in uniform. 

“Hey, yourself.” Theo wasn’t sure if his mouth was 
hanging open. He shook his head a little, closing his eyes for 
a moment, then started again. “Come in. Are you okay?” He 


showed him to the kitchen, pulling out one of the counter 
stools and offering him a drink. 

“I’m fine. I’m good. | just needed to see you.” He waited 
as Theo got water from the fridge and poured him a glass. “l 
met my new boss yesterday. | think there’s been some 
miscommunication somewhere along the line. You know how 
Chinese whispers work, don’t you?” Theo nodded. “I told 
you | was supposed to supervise new training to insure, 
eventually, that each and every EMT in northwestern 
Washington can better support emergency calls to rape, 
domestic abuse, and suicide attempts, right?” 

Theo nodded again. They had discussed this on Friday 
evening, and he could see why Peter had been chosen for 
the role. His strength was more than physical; Theo had 
already learned that he was pretty good with emotional 
support too. 

“Well....” He hesitated, then reached over to Theo, 
pulling him from where he leaned against the counter to 
stand between his legs. “It turns out that it’s a cross-state 
initiative, following a model that started in San Francisco in 
the late ’90s. I’m going to work at the original program for 
at least a month in Cali, seeing how it operates in practice. 
l'Il bring back that knowledge to set up some training across 
Washington and Oregon.” He took a breath, then drank 
some water before placing his glass back on the counter 
and holding Theo’s hand. 

“I’m not certain the program will translate from a big 
city to more rural areas. Each station is so different. I’m 
going to be real busy for the next several months so it’s 
unlikely l'Il be home much before Christmas, and even then 
that might not be for long.” He held Theo’s other hand too. 

“That’s great.” 

Peter’s blue eyes were shadowed. “Really?” he asked, 
pulling Theo a little closer. 


“It sounds like an amazing opportunity. Think how many 
people you'll get a chance to influence.” 

Peter let go of his hands and scrubbed at his face. “I feel 
a little foolish now.” He shrugged, leaning away from Theo. 
“I was kind of hoping that a few weeks apart might make 
you miss me.” He shrugged again, a flush creeping up from 
his neck. “A few months seems like far too long.” 

Oh. 

Theo scanned Peter’s kind, worried face. 

Oh. 

Peter shook his head, then started to stand. “Forget it. | 
just wanted to let you know. It was good to see you again. 
After Friday night | kind of hoped....” His voice trailed away. 
Then he squared his shoulders, looking Theo straight in the 
eye. “I was hoping that you kissed me because you wanted 
the same thing as me, and only needed a little more time to 
get your head around the idea.” He ran a finger down the 
line etched to the side of Theo’s lips. “You’re not anywhere 
close to that yet, are you?” 

It was Theo’s turn to shrug. Peter exhaled, slow and 
steady, his breath warm against Theo’s throat. “Maybe | 
should leave you with a reminder. Something else to think 
about.” He put his hand on Theo’s face again, then kissed 
him lightly, pulling away before he’d really started. “Will 
that help you to think about me?” 

Theo shook his head. 

“How about this?” He kissed him again, only this time 
he tongue-tipped his way along the seam between Theo’s 
lips. “Or this?” Peter’s hands pushed into the back of Theo’s 
thick hair before pulling him into a proper kiss. His lips were 
firm, his tongue insistent, and Theo only hesitated for a 
moment before joining him, opening his mouth and meeting 
him somewhere in the middle. Peter tasted of mint and 
coffee—completely delicious. Theo chased Peter’s flavor, 


enjoying the sensation of shared heat as well as the wet 
soft-roughness of Peter’s tongue on his. 

Breathing heavily, Peter pulled away again, leaving Theo 
blinking. “Will you miss me, Theo?” Peter’s face was flushed 
pink, making his eyes seem impossibly blue. 

Theo nodded. 

“Show me.” 

Theo kissed him then. 

He kissed him like he was saying good-bye. 

Then he kissed him like he didn’t want him to leave. 

He moved from thinking that Peter wanted more than 
he’d ever be ready for, to thinking about nothing much at 
all, in less than a minute. When Peter made a low, needy 
noise in his mouth, he slid his lips down his neck, rasping 
over Peter’s light stubble. He smelled wonderfully of soap 
and warm male. Working his way across Peter’s throat, he 
sucked a little, dipping his tongue into the hollow at the 
base of his throat, dragging his teeth across Peter’s pulse. 

“Fuck.” He felt Peter shiver, then grab at him, clutching 
his shoulders, palms moving down to hang onto his ass. 
They ground together, and it felt so fucking good that Theo 
didn’t want to stop. He pulled at the buttons on Peter’s shirt, 
needing to feel more of him. 

Peter helped him out, undoing his shirt, then taking it off 
before pulling off the white T-shirt he wore underneath. 
Theo’s lips sought out Peter’s warm throat again—he 
couldn’t help it—feeling his groan under his lips, licking and 
sucking his way down to Peter’s broad, firm chest. Feeling, 
rather than thinking, he bent slightly, grasping the back of 
Peter’s thighs before hoisting him up onto the counter. 

Peter tipped his head back and laughed, sounding 
delighted. Theo smiled up at him, then leaned forward and 
licked across one of his nipples. Peter’s laugh turned into a 
continuous stream of groans as Theo’s mouth worked him 


over, licking, sucking, and biting until his nipples were hard 
and wet. Theo pulled Peter’s ass to the edge of the counter, 
pressing against him, feeling half-crazed and completely 
alive. 

Fingers fumbling, Peter tugged at Theo’s zipper and 
yanked at his belt, before he stopped and concentrated on 
trying to haul off his shirt. Once it was off, landing 
somewhere near the sink, Peter wound his arms around him, 
his hands moving down the planes of Theo’s back while he 
sucked and kissed across the tops of Theo’s shoulders. 

“Wanted you for so long.” Peter’s words were followed 
by a harsh groan as Theo’s head dropped to his stomach, 
tongue trailing lower, tracing Peter’s individual abdominals. 
He pushed his hands up along Peter’s muscled, firm thighs 
before he hesitated, then stopped. 

He blinked, made eye contact, then looked quickly away. 
Theo rested his head on Peter’s shoulder. “I want... | 
want....” He didn’t know what he wanted. He didn’t have the 
words. 

Sliding down from the counter, Peter quickly unfastened 
both their pants. Tipping Theo’s chin up, he dipped in for 
another kiss before asking, “Let me?” Theo nodded, then 
gasped. Peter’s slightly rough hand on his cock felt amazing, 
overwhelming, perfect. He shoved Peter’s pants down to his 
thighs, grasping the other man’s cock, bracing himself with 
one hand on the counter that Peter leaned on. They both 
groaned, stroking each other, lost in pleasure. 

When Peter pried Theo’s hand from his cock, then licked 
across his palm before placing it back, Theo felt sure he 
would come. That casual intimacy—repeated as he licked 
Peter’s slightly salty palm—followed by a slicker slide up and 
down their almost too-hard cocks sent Theo over the edge. 

He shouted, hanging onto Peter as his come spattered 
across their stomachs. 


Shaking as Peter slowed his pace, pulling the last of his 
come from him, Theo slung an arm around his neck, trying 
to maintain his own pace as he jerked Peter off. It took 
another few minutes, and Theo leaned heavily against Peter 
while he did it, only pulling away to watch Peter’s come spill 
out over his hand. They panted into each other’s mouths, 
kissing as they came down, and Theo shivered. Swallowing 
—his throat bone dry—he forced out a murmured, “Thanks. 
That was just.... Thanks.” Peter hushed him, hugging him as 
they rocked together for a moment, sticky stomach to sticky 
stomach. 

“Come on, l'Il show you to the bathroom.” 

They cleaned up together. Theo felt as if he were 
dreaming. One minute he’d been wasting time on the 
Internet, the next he was coming—in what felt like less than 
a minute—all over someone he hardly knew at all. Catching 
Theo’s frown in the bathroom mirror, Peter tugged at his 
belt loops until he turned into his arms again. It seemed 
easier listening to him talk when he didn’t have to look at 
his face. 

“I think you really needed that.” Theo felt his cheeks 
heat. Peter snorted. “Yeah. You did, Theo. There’s no shame 
in needing a little human contact. None at all.” He pressed 
his lips along Theo’s shoulders, making him shiver, before 
speaking again. “ld like it if we could do that again 
sometime, only without that guilty expression afterward, 
maybe?” His voice was a low rumble. “I should have asked 
you out the first time | saw you smile, Theo. We could have 
done this months ago.” 

Theo shook his head. There was no way that would have 
happened. He felt like he’d only recently woken up. He 
wasn’t even sure what had just occurred. It was like his body 
had gone on autopilot, while his brain had completely shut 
down for a while. 


“| refuse to regret this, Theo. You shouldn’t either. Life is 
too fucking short, and this was a real pleasure. Something 
worth remembering, not something to feel bad about.” 

Peter stayed for one more drink before accepting that 
he had to leave. Theo walked him down to the parking lot, 
noticing that his truck was jammed full of Peter's 
belongings. He really was going to be away for more than a 
few weeks. 

“I'd like to come and see you when | get back. | know 
that’s months away yet, and I’m not expecting anything 
from you, Theo, but | would like to call you. lII be away for 
months again after the holidays too, but | will be coming 
back. Seattle is my home.” He kissed Theo quickly. “I’m not 
holding you to anything. I'd like to get to know you better, 
but the timing is terrible.” 

Theo nodded. 

“Or maybe it’s real good timing,” Peter said. “Something 
nice to remember me by while you work through your 
personal stuff, maybe?” 

Theo nodded again. 

He watched from the apartment complex steps as Peter 
drove away, then walked back upstairs, keeping his head 
down as he passed Ben’s hallway mirror. 

Peter was right. He shouldn’t feel guilty. He shouldn't. 
He cleaned up the kitchen, then took some ice cream to 
bed. Logging onto the forum, he exchanged messages with 
Morgan, who was a little snippy. Eventually Theo managed 
to get him to lighten up, and they spent an hour laughing at 
extreme right-wing opinions, then deliberately argued from 
a right-wing perspective on the forum just to confuse other 
members. 

It was fun. 

Theo stretched across his too-big bed feeling completely 
relaxed for once. 


Morgan was inquisitive, asking why he hadn’t been 
online much that weekend and what exactly had put Theo in 
such a good mood. He explained that he’d had a weekend of 
company, and that it had been good. Really good, in fact. 
When Morgan asked why having company was unusual— 
surely someone like him had lots of friends—Theo explained 
his personal situation. 

Over the past twelve months he’d discovered that most 
people didn’t know how to respond when you confessed that 
you spent all your free time alone because you couldn’t face 
seeing other people. If you told them that you ignored all 
the phone calls and texts and e-mails from the many, many 
friends you had for a whole fucking year, they wanted to 
know why. 

He’d found that most people didn’t know what to say if 
you told them that your partner of over fifteen years, the 
man who had left his own family and friends behind to 
follow you halfway around the world, had dropped dead 
from cardiac arrest behind the wheel of his car. 

Dying instantly. 

Horrifically. 

All alone. 

Leaving you to try to get through days that never, ever 
seemed to fucking end, followed by nights so grim, so full of 
bad, bad thoughts that you couldn’t see how you could get 
through even one more. 

A year later, he still found it hard to find the right words. 

Morgan just said sorry, and Theo believed he really was. 


CHAPTER, 
Yj WE 


THEO counted down the last few seconds of the cool-down 
program on the treadmill before stepping carefully off. He 
took a moment to catch his breath, acknowledging one of 
the other regular runner’s greeting with a nod, and then 
stretched out his quads, holding the treadmill handrails until 
the illusion of the gym floor moving under his feet finally 
ceased. Eyeing the weights across the room, he wondered 
whether Peter was getting a chance to work out while he 
was away. When another gym user said hey, he smiled in 
return. 

Peter had texted the night before—just a general hello, 
how are you?—but Theo had only picked up the message 
that morning as he retrieved his phone from its charging 
dock in the kitchen. 

They kept missing each other. 

Thinking back, the way they’d made out like horny teens 
up against the kitchen counter just two weeks before 
seemed dreamlike—like someone else’s memory, rather 
than his own. 

He hadn’t slept well after Peter left that night, his 
dreams full of hot breath against his neck and the wrong 
arms around him. Theo knew that guilt was a normal part of 
grieving. He’d read the booklets about living with loss that 
his mom left behind after one of their lunches. He’d thanked 
her politely at the time, and then, after reading them, took 
out his anger at her too-late interest on the glossy pages, 


ripping them slowly, methodically, his face twisted, until not 
a single complete sentence remained. 

Morgan’s online questions and virtual sympathy had 
been just enough to tip Theo’s emotional scale from 
physical relief—sexual attraction had seemed impossible 
just weeks before—to overwhelming guilt and loss all over 
again. One of his mom’s booklets had detailed the stages of 
grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance. 
He almost hated being a textbook case of someone getting 
over loss. 

The thought of leaving Ben behind was almost as 
overwhelming as losing him in the first place. 

Now that he’d had two weeks to think about it, Theo 
was glad he’d met Peter. Their timing might have been off, 
but at least it had been an opportunity to feel almost normal 
again, even if only for a few minutes. He was also glad that 
Peter had left right away. Getting off had been unexpected— 
needed, but still unexpected—but spending more time with 
the man seemed a step too far, a shade too soon. 

Bypassing the weights, Theo finished his workout, 
showered, and headed for the office. 

Maggie met him with coffee, a breakfast bar from the 
vending machine, and a pile of applications for their 
department’s intern spots. She talked him through her initial 
ordering of applicants, indicating which had some corporate 
experience, and which were majoring in a relevant field. She 
pointed at the tallest stack. “I wouldn’t usually include these 
as they don’t strictly meet the criteria, but....” She looked 
across at the row of empty cubicles. “It’s about to get real 
busy. If all they do is keep up with the copying and filing, 
does it really matter what they major in?” 

Theo guessed not. 

“If you read through this pile, | can call people in for 
interviews at the end of the week,” she told him. He 
nodded, then flipped through the first application quickly, 


sighing. Maggie regarded him for a moment, head tilted. 
“What’s up, boss?” 

When Theo didn’t answer, Maggie perched on the table 
and waited. Eventually he apologized, dropped the 
paperwork back onto the table, and sagged in his seat. 

“People keep talking to me at the gym.” He looked 
miserable. “It’s happening more and more often. | don’t 
understand. | used to be able to run, then leave. Now 
someone always wants to talk.” He huffed while Maggie 
smiled. 

“Are you still listening to music while you work out?” 
Maggie asked. 

Theo didn’t want to admit that he’d stopped. Since 
talking to Peter about the playlists that Ben had compiled 
for him, he couldn’t bring himself to listen to them anymore. 
He pictured himself pounding away on the treadmill, then 
getting caught out by an unexpected reminder of the past. 
Just the idea made his chest tight. 

Maggie nudged his ankle. “If you don’t want to talk, 
wear your headphones.” She paused, scrutinizing his face 
for a moment, then nudged his ankle again until he made 
eye contact with her. “Are you sure that people have 
suddenly started talking to you?” 

Theo thought for a moment. Maybe he’d been oblivious 
to all the greetings and smiles from other gym members 
before. He didn’t see how, but maybe he just hadn’t been 
paying attention. 

Maggie passed the paperwork to him again. “Welcome 
back to the world, Theo.” 

They got on with their short listing. 


Later that evening he started a thread on the forum’s social 
board asking for recommendations for good running music. 
He was determined to load his iPod with new tunes, ones 


that wouldn’t stage sneak attacks on his emotions. Just an 
hour later he had a huge list of suggestions. 

Half an hour after that he was back on the forum. 

THEO: iTunes has beaten me. 

Morgan sent him a private message almost 
immediately, mocking him furiously, and generally making 
Theo feel dumb. He named music download sites and 
software that he had never heard of. 

It was all too confusing. Ben took care of this shit. 

MORGAN: What’s your e-mail addy? l'Il talk you through 
it. 

Once Theo had figured out how his e-mail provider’s 
chat function operated, Morgan took over his whole 
evening. Without the buffer of the forum’s private 
messaging system to slow down their conversation, 
Morgan’s wit was lightning fast and lethal. He talked Theo 
through loading some new music, then slammed the other 
members’ suggestions. When he sent Theo a link to a file- 
Sharing site, Theo balked. 

THEO: I’m almost certain that’s illegal. 

MORGAN: Oh yeah, by the way, I’m chatting to you from 
the King County Correctional Facility. 

Morgan thought he was so funny naming a city lockup. 
Theo sniffed, then asked for song suggestions he could 
purchase legally instead. They were in the middle of a 
conversation about live music—Ben always adored gigs, 
little gatherings in smoky bars back when bars still used to 
be smoky, even stadium  concerts—when Morgan 
interrupted, saying that his boyfriend was back. 

Just a week before, Theo had found himself wondering if 
Morgan was female. For some reason the ambiguity of his 
unisex name hadn’t struck Theo until Morgan had replied to 
a thread about relationships. 


Someone was giving a relative newbie a hard time 
about his or her relationship problems. Theo was still 
boggled by the level of painfully personal detail people 
chose to share without hesitation on the Internet. Morgan 
had waded fearlessly into the middle of their argument. 
People should, according to him, walk a fucking mile before 
judging. How did anyone on the net know what went on in 
other people’s private lives? 

MORGAN: For all you know, my boyfriend could be a 
complete nightmare. 

From the comfort of his couch, Theo had dwelled on the 
word “boyfriend.” Statistically, he guessed it was so much 
more likely that Morgan was female. Theo worried for a 
while that maybe his forum friend was having real boyfriend 
issues—the word nightmare seemed ominous—until 
discovering for certain that he was male, feeling a little 
reassured that he wasn’t some damsel in distress. 

In a later debate about Seattle nightlife, Morgan listed 
the pros and cons of each and every gay bar Theo had 
heard of, and some which were new to him. None of them 
were ever his scene, but at least the discussion gave him a 
solid clue. Morgan was good company, male or female, but 
finding out that he was a gay man too made their online 
friendship easier. 

The next morning he ran for miles in blissful solitude in 
the middle of the busy gym, head full of a band he’d never 
heard of before, whose music made a winter’s run on a gray 
Seattle morning seem like California in the early summer. 
Logging into his personal e-mail at work during lunchtime, 
Theo took a moment to thank Morgan. 

THEO: | love that band. Best run ever. Thanks! 

MORGAN: You might as well give in already. Accept it, 
Theo. | Know what’s best for you. 

Smiling, he got back to work. As he and Maggie sorted 
through the last of the intern applications, Theo moved a 


heavy box of old files and felt a twinge in his back. 

“Oh, no.” Maggie turned just in time to see Theo’s face 
crease in agony. 

They spent the afternoon at the local urgent care where, 
in between x-rays and manipulation which made him puke, 
Theo described how a football injury in his teens periodically 
came back to haunt him. In fact, his mother’s first face-to- 
face meeting with Ben had come about as a direct result of 
Theo’s back locking up. 

Ben had been a whirlwind of energy as he helped Theo 
to pack up his old college life. Then he talked nearly nonstop 
all the way up to Seattle. He was so excitable that he was 
outrageous, his delight at setting up their first real home 
together lighting him up from the inside. He grinned at Theo 
repeatedly from the driver’s seat, gazing over the top of his 
sunglasses, so fucking happy. They both had been. 

They unloaded their rented truck quickly, and all had 
been well at first. The one-bedroom apartment was exactly 
as advertised, which was a relief. 

His mother had been a little upset that he hadn’t moved 
back home while he settled into his new job. She didn’t 
seem to believe that “moving in with my boyfriend” meant 
exactly that. Perhaps she had chosen to think that Ben was 
a roommate, just like those he had had in his early college 
years. When Ben had called her, his husky Italian accent 
thicker than usual due to panic over Theo’s sudden 
excruciating post-couch-moving pain, she drove over 
immediately. 

Theo remembered the way she had moved around their 
little apartment, as if she didn’t want to touch anything, her 
face blank, arms crossed tightly. He accepted the 
medication she’d picked up on her way over as well as the 
icepack and heat pads she’d kept after his previous 
episodes, then slipped back into a haze of pain for a while, 
half aware of almost angry voices in the background. 


After the medication kicked in, Theo had opened his 
screwed-shut eyes to find Ben’s face just inches away. He 
looked absolutely miserable. Theo hadn’t ever seen him so 
unhappy. He tried to explain that he would be okay, that 
there wasn’t anything to stress over now that he had some 
effective pain relief. Ben just shook his head, then tried 
really hard to smile, saying that Theo’s mother would return 
in the morning with more medication. He didn’t look happy 
about that. 

“Did you tell her how old | was, tesoro?” 

“Probably. Why?” His breath catching as pain spiked 
when he shifted in bed, Theo had found it tough to 
concentrate. 

“I think she wonders what an old man like me is doing 
with her little boy.” Theo waited for Ben to laugh. “She 
seemed upset, Theo, and a little confused. | think she 
expected me to be your age.” 

Looking back, Theo regretted that their first meeting 
had gone badly. It had set the tone for the next fifteen 
years. He often wondered if things would have been 
different if he’d been able to act as a translator between the 
people who loved him. He would have mentioned the age 
gap before, only it hadn’t seemed necessary. After all, it was 
only nine years. They were a perfect match and blissfully 
happy. Surely that was all that mattered? 

Since meeting in Milan—Theo had been crossing a 
street, and Ben had almost run him over—they’d been 
inseparable. Ben had quickly arranged to carry out his 
business from the US, and the paperwork had been 
relatively straightforward. Surprisingly so. In fact, every 
aspect of their first year together had seemed charmed. 

But when Theo’s mom had returned the next day while 
Ben was out grocery shopping, she looked hurt. 

“Why didn’t you mention that your friend was so... 
mature, darling?” 


Theo blinked. Mature wouldn’t have been his first word 
choice. 

Neither would friend. 

“We're very happy together, Mom.” Stretched out along 
the couch, he watched as she moved around their new 
apartment, emptying boxes and placing the contents 
thoughtfully on the built-in shelves and windowsills. 

She examined books as she unpacked before placing 
them along a shelf, stopping from time to time to sort them 
into alphabetical order. “Even so, he’s—” Theo watched her 
search for just the right descriptors, “—obviously much 
older than you, darling.” 

Theo disagreed. 

Ben was youthful in ways that he found so attractive. He 
was perpetually inquisitive, believing there was a story 
behind everything and everyone, refusing to stop his rapid- 
fire questions until he understood people from the inside 
out. They shared so many noisy evenings full of silly games 
and laughter with their friends. 

So many. 

But that all came later. 

When they had first started to live together, his 
mother’s presence was a downer, and his father didn’t 
alleviate the situation any, although Theo knew he meant 
well. He seemed compelled to discuss world events that Ben 
might recall of which Theo had no memory. They never 
understood, not for a single moment, that Ben was so much 
younger in spirit. He was energetic, enthusiastic, and 
obsessed with new technology. He was almost five feet ten 
inches of concentrated, wiry Italian passion, which could be 
tiring to live with sometimes, Theo remembered with a 
smile. 

Ben coasted through his forties, looking more handsome 
—like a movie star—with each passing birthday party, and 
Theo couldn’t believe his fucking luck. 


But a conversation about Ben’s positive qualities was 
impossible to even begin with his mom back then. She 
wouldn’t overtly say why she took issue with him, apart 
from the fact that Ben was older. That was her complete 
definition. It was all she saw. She didn’t see Ben as kind or 
gentle, or as warm-hearted and friendly. He was too old for 
her only boy, even when Theo was well into his thirties. 

It had been, Theo thought, a fucking shame. 

As it was, his mom had unpacked while Theo was laid up 
with his back problem, then later watched with her arms 
tightly crossed again as Ben rearranged her work, artfully 
making his display of travel souvenirs look inviting instead 
of regimented and ordered. Theo lay in a fog of pain, trying 
desperately to find the words to stop his partner’s actions, 
but nerves made Ben excitable, and he launched into a 
staccato description of the neighborhood stores, not leaving 
a gap for anyone else to contribute. 

This too was normal behavior for Ben. In a family as 
large and as loud as his, it was a case of speak fast or don’t 
even start. Theo’s first experience of Ben’s family had 
nearly left him in shock. So, Ben chatted enthusiastically 
about the store he had found that stocked delicious cheeses 
and olives, and how friendly the owner had been. He made 
friends so easily, instantly, but Theo’s mom had nothing to 
contribute to the conversation. 

Theo guessed they would never get along. 

He was correct. 

There had been so much more than an age gap dividing 
Ben and his mom. 

He thought back to that time when his back went out 
again in the office. Maggie drove him home from urgent 
care, then helped him into his apartment. She suggested 
calling his parents, but Theo declined. He knew he was 
going to have a miserable few days, and there was no point 
adding his parents into the mix, especially as they’d parted 


on relatively good terms after his recent visit. All it would 
take, Theo knew, was his mother moving something of 
Ben’s for him to lose his shit. 

Pain, and fifteen years of sadness at the way she 
couldn’t see the good in his partner, would make him lose 
his temper far too easily. So Theo declined, then let Maggie 
Support him as he made his way into his bedroom, where he 
sat on the bed and tried, unsuccessfully, to take off his 
shoes. 

“This wasn’t in my job description, you know.” Maggie 
knelt between his legs, tugging at his laces. “I’m sure | 
would have remembered.” She smiled up at him, then said, 
“You know this is a lawsuit waiting to happen, right?” Theo 
tried really hard to smile, but the pain wouldn’t let him. 

Maggie helped him to the bathroom, then left him while 
She got his prescription filled. When she returned, letting 
herself in with the spare key, she fixed him up for the night. 

“You'll call if you need me, won’t you?” He agreed that 
he would. “Okay, l'Il be back in the morning. l'Il bring Mike.” 
Her husband was a huge man, who'd be more useful, Theo 
guessed, if he needed help getting up. He did his best to 
smile as the drugs slowly began to relax his tortured 
muscles. 

“Do that, Maggie,” Theo agreed. “I could do with 
someone pretty to distract me.” She laughed, then left when 
her husband arrived to take her home. Theo could hear her 
kids running up and down the hallway, asking where Uncle 
Theo was. Maggie hushed them. 

Sleep came slowly. 


THE following two days passed in a blur of pain medication, 
Maggie bringing him food that he couldn’t face, and her 
husband’s easy humor as he helped Theo between the 
bathroom and the bed. 


He could barely walk, but appreciated the support. On 
the third day, he started looking through the intern 
paperwork—anything to escape the boredom of staring at 
the ceiling. The applications were quite diverse. Many 
different college courses had a work-experience 
requirement these days so they were always swamped with 
hopeful students looking for intern placements. As the 
morning passed he made two piles, then started making a 
Short list. Theo thought longingly of his laptop, perched on 
his office desk, then picked up the phone and started 
making calls. 

After leaving several messages, he got his first callback 
just after lunchtime. 

Theo asked the standard questions—why would they like 
to intern for the company, what skills would they bring— 
only to be met with ridiculous answers. He passed on those 
applicants, thinking that maybe he didn’t have the patience 
for this today. Reminding himself that for many 
undergraduates, internships were their first experience of 
the adult work environment, he lowered his expectations. 
The young woman he spoke to next sounded pleased and 
hopeful. She was sure she could be helpful around the 
office, just as long as no one minded if she asked a lot of 
questions. Theo thought she would do just fine. 

He made and received calls well into the evening, 
grateful when Maggie took the phone away for a while. 
When he asked for his laptop, she narrowed her eyes. “Are 
you sure you want to go on the net, Theo? You don’t want to 
put your back out even more.” She gave him a knowing 
look. 

“Contrary to your filthy mind, there is more to the 
Internet than porn,” Theo replied, affecting disgust, then 
winking at her. Cruising gay porn sites was something he 
and Ben used to do together. He hadn’t had the slightest 
interest since.... Closing his eyes for a second, Theo felt a 


flush creep up his neck as an image of Peter—head tilted 
back, throat taut, coming over Theo’s hand and stomach— 
came to mind. 

Theo puffed out a breath. “I haven’t checked my e-mail 
for three days,” he said. 

Maggie wasn’t helpful at all. “You can have it in the 
morning.” She stared him down, then said, “Don’t even try 
to tell me you wouldn’t log into work. | know how you are.” 
She nodded. “Tomorrow’s soon enough. Four days won’t be 
the end of the world.” 

Theo took his medication, said goodnight to his 
assistant, then felt sleep lap around him. What would he 
have done without Maggie? Theo guessed he could have 
called his parents. He tried not to think of all the friends 
who'd tried to be there for him after Ben died. They hadn’t 
given him a minute’s fucking peace for weeks, until he 
finally cracked. Remembering, Theo pulled his pillow over 
his face. Shame—hot and bright—singed his skin. He had 
sent them all away, saying that he would call when he 
needed them. 

He couldn’t bear to see them. 

It had taken months for some of their friends to give up 
trying to visit. Even now he still received e-mails from some 
of them—little reminders that he hadn’t been forgotten. For 
the first time in ages, he wondered if he had left things too 
late to make amends. His cell phone’s ring jolted him from 
his sleepy thoughts. It was past 10 p.m. already. Snatching 
it up, suddenly worried that Maggie hadn’t made it home, 
Theo’s voice was harsh as he answered. “Who is it?” 

“May | speak with Theo Anderson, please?” Theo didn’t 
recognize the caller’s voice. 

“It’s far too fucking late for telemarketing.” The sharp 
inhale of breath from the other end of the line sounded 
shocked. Theo took a moment, then said, “Look, I’m sorry, | 
was nearly asleep. Who is this?” 


“I’m sorry to call you so late, Mr. Anderson. My name is 
Evan Daly. | waited as long as | could, but | was starting to 
worry that you hadn’t received my application for one of 
your intern spots.” 

Theo stared at the phone for a moment, wondering if 
he’d taken one pain pill too many. 

“How did you get this number?” 

“Oh, | heard that you called my friend Heather today, 
and when you didn’t call me, | kind of made her give me 
your number.” 

Rifling through the first pile of applications, Theo shook 
his head. Nope, nothing from an Evan Daly. He was just 
about to say so to his caller when he remembered the pile 
of candidates he’d rejected. 

“Hang on.” He found the application right away, paged 
through it quickly, then said, “You were in my reject pile, Mr. 
Daly. Why do you think that was?” He heard a muffled 
“fuck,” and smiled to himself. Maybe he was being a little 
harsh, but damn, it was too late at night to chase an 
internship. 

“I guess you don’t get too many wannabe architects 
applying to learn the ins and outs of corporate finance,” the 
caller replied. “It’s just that | have a very personal reason 
for applying, and | think that if you gave me a shot, | 
wouldn’t be too horrible a prospect. I’m not loud, and | could 
get my hair cut.” The kid sounded kind of desperate, and 
Theo tried not to laugh. “I’m good at fixing stuff up, so if | 
broke your copier, | could probably get it working for you 
again before you noticed.” 

Theo asked him to stop. 

“You're not exactly selling yourself, kid. What’s your 
very personal reason, Mr. Daly?” he asked. “I’m intrigued.” 

“I'd rather not say, if that’s okay.” 

Theo sighed. The conversation bordered on bizarre. 


“Im going to end this call now. | admire your 
resourcefulness in finding my cell number, but I’m too tired 
to think about this right now.” He was just starting to say 
good-bye when his caller butted in, sounding agitated, his 
voice rising. 

“Its my mom. I’m sorry, but it’s just that she’s pinned 
her hopes on me following in Dad’s footsteps.” His caller’s 
voice thickened a little, sounding horribly close to tears, 
before he cleared his throat and started again. “I want to be 
an architect. It’s what | love, but my mom dreams of me 
working in the same office that Dad did. My brother Aiden 
couldn't do it for her; he already works all the fucking time. | 
know | won’t ever have the same career as Dad for real, but 
maybe she’ll settle for an internship.” 

Theo had a sudden sense of his stomach plummeting. 
“Wait. Are you David Daly’s boy?” 

Evan’s answer was a muffled sniff followed by a husky- 
voiced reply. “Yes. I’m his youngest.” 

Crap. 

David Daly had taught Theo so much when he joined 
the company. He’d been quiet, thoughtful, and always had a 
moment to listen when Theo was still figuring out how to 
manage people. His death had been a shock. Theo 
remembered David’s funeral much more clearly than Ben’s 
service, even though it had been at least three years prior. 
His wife had lost it when the casket had been lowered. He 
vaguely recalled her sons holding her back, one tall, broad, 
and maybe college aged, the other small, skinny, and 
looking at least five years younger—still just a kid. 

Yes, that was right: A white-faced, tearful kid. 

“I’m interviewing on Friday. Give me your number, 
Evan.” 

Evan’s thanks nearly burst Theo’s eardrum. He went to 
Sleep still hearing faint echoes. 


MORGAN: Where the fuck are you? 

MORGAN: Come on. Come on. Come on. COME ON. 

MORGAN: Theo, quit it. | Know you’re there. 

MORGAN: People are being fucking idiots. You are 
missing it. LOSER. 

MORGAN: Two days, Theo. This is very impressive 
sulking. 

MORGAN: Okay, okay. I’m sorry for whatever | said that 
annoyed you. 

MORGAN: Are you okay? 

MORGAN: Please talk to me, Theo. Whatever it is, spill it 
already. 

MORGAN: Three days, Theo. WTF? 

MORGAN: | could do with someone to talk with right 
now. 

Once his back eased up a little, Theo’s first mission had 
been to retrieve his laptop. He blinked as he scrolled 
through e-mail after e-mail recording missed chats with 
Morgan. 

Feeling an odd mixture of pleasure and guilt, he logged 
into chat right away rather than opening his work e-mail. 
Morgan’s light was green, signaling that he was online. 
When he didn’t answer Theo’s greeting right away, he 
caught up with some work instead. 

Later, after taking a fucking age to walk to the kitchen 
from his study, Theo made a sandwich from anything he 
could reach without bending. It might not have been the 
most nutritionally balanced meal, but beggars couldn’t be 
choosers. The weeks after throwing his back out were like 
walking a tightrope. It only took the slightest of 
misjudgments to make him fall back into bed for another 
week. He carried his sandwich to the study and sat down— 
Slowly, carefully—at his laptop again. 


Still no reply from Morgan. 

Theo’s phone chimed. 

PETER: How are you doing today? 

They texted back and forth for a few minutes. Peter was 
busy beyond belief and loving it. Theo logged into the forum 
while he read Peter’s texts explaining that he was enjoying 
San Francisco. It had been over a year since Theo last 
visited the Bay area. He recommended some places to eat, 
then smiled as the man snuck in one last message: 

PETER: I’m still not sorry. 

Theo wasn’t sorry for their one-time encounter either. 
Not really. Just as long as he didn’t have to think about it 
becoming more than that. 

More was still beyond him. 

He scanned through the forums quickly before preparing 
for the intern interviews scheduled for the next afternoon. 
As he started reading, he quickly realized that Morgan had 
been very busy. His handiwork made Theo lean toward the 
screen thoughtlessly, before gasping at a sudden twinge of 
pain. 

MORGAN: Hey, where’s Theo? 

What had started out as a simple question on the social 
thread turned into a multi-page thread. 

As he read—blinking, disbelieving—he discovered that, 
far from being an unnoticed reader and somewhat irregular 
poster, he was viewed by many of the more prolific players 
as a key member of the forum, an important part of their 
community. 

He was missed. 

After a year of pushing most people away, including all 
of their friends, most of his family, and a lot of his 
colleagues, he saw that he hadn’t truly been alone. Morgan 
might be relatively new to their Internet world, but other 


members recalled some specific moments that Theo had 
forgotten entirely. 

One person commented that Theo had welcomed them 
privately when they joined, and had pointed out some topics 
that might help them find their way, only to be answered by 
many more who said the same thing. Morgan was pissed. 
Theo smiled as he read that Morgan was disgusted. He 
thought what they had in private was special. He even 
found an animated image of a breaking heart. 

Other people commented on Theo’s warm sense of 
humor, and his ability to roll with the punches when his 
point of view wasn’t popular. You had to expect fights on a 
political board—election time was fucking nuts—but Theo 
hadn’t ever seen the point in bearing grudges. His dad used 
to say that all human beings were the same on the inside, 
and perhaps that was an early lesson that stuck. 

It certainly read that way. 

Apparently Theo made sad people laugh, although he 
wasn’t sure that had always been intentional, and he made 
time for people who just needed to offload. Frankly, after the 
hand he’d been dealt, very little that came up on the forum 
seemed so terrible to him. Other members’ financial 
worries, job issues, and family fights all seemed solvable, so 
he didn’t ever hesitate to offer ideas. 

Everyone said that he was a positive influence, an all- 
round team player, and someone good to know. 

As the evening light dimmed outside his window, Theo 
sat in his empty apartment blinking at his laptop screen, 
smiling until his cheeks ached, wishing that Morgan would 
come online. 

He read every single message. 

Every single one. 

Then he went right back to the beginning and read them 
all again. 


cies = 


Later, Theo put the events of the day down to his 
medication. At the time, his decisions seemed considered, 
rational even, but later he guessed that maybe his mind had 
been a little altered. 

It wasn’t until Theo tried to get dressed on Friday 
morning that he finally accepted he wasn’t getting better in 
a hurry. He figured it was just another part of passing forty. 
Previous back-pain episodes might have been as painful, but 
they’d also been relatively short-lived. This time the pain 
hung around like a dog with no home. 

Still, Theo thought, the show must go on. 

Maggie was sympathetic, yet confused, as she tried to 
follow Theo’s train of thought. Sighing again, Theo 
wondered if he should cut back on his medication. She 
agreed that interviewing the interns was a priority. Already 
the filing and copying were piling up as the audit season 
started. The situation wasn’t going to get better anytime 
soon, especially as the whole team would be pulling heavier 
loads to make up for the loss of their former colleagues. 

But what difference would a few days really make, she 
wondered. Theo sighed loudly. Maggie heard him clearly, 
even over the ruckus her kids were making. 

“Why don’t you tell me what it is you've already 
planned, Theo?” She knew him too well. 

“I can’t drive—l can barely get dressed—but | can 
interview from my couch, right?” He couldn’t bear to waste 
another day. Besides, if departments were being scrutinized 


for cost savings, he couldn’t let his team look unproductive. 
The sooner he hired temporary staff—even inexperienced 
interns—the quicker the department could get back to its 
new version of normal. 

He could only imagine how the rest of the team felt. 
He’d fired key staff members, resourceful and successful 
individuals on the whole. How could any of them feel safe? 
Add in the fact that their boss hadn’t been at work for a 
week, and he was sure the rumors must be flying. 

He listened as Maggie sighed once more before asking, 
“Can you at least get your own pants on, Theo?” The smile 
in her voice was evident. “Don’t want to scare the new hires 
before they even start.” 

Assuring her that he was almost dressed—sweats would 
have to do—he listed what he needed her to arrange once 
She arrived at the office. She told him to hush when he 
apologized for the early call again. She understood. He 
needed her to bring the necessary paperwork to him. 

“So,” she summarized, “lIl reschedule the interviews 
and give them directions to your apartment. You'll leave the 
door unlocked, and they should just come on in and find 
you, right?” 

Theo agreed. 

It was the best he could do. 

Maggie’s “Okay,” was long and drawn out. “Expect Evan 
Daly first, then Joel Hudson before lunch. l'Il be with you by 
lunchtime. That way I can continue with the other applicants 
if you need to crash for a while.” 

She carried on, not giving Theo a moment to thank her. 
“FIL bring food with me. Do you need anything else?” 

Theo thanked his lucky stars again. Of all the dark 
clouds that crossed his mind when he considered the past 
twelve months, Maggie’s calm support was his one silver 
lining. 


He was still thinking about her when the first tentative 
buzz sounded at his front door. Theo waited for the 
prospective intern to let himself in. When the door buzzer 
sounded again, he tried calling out, asking the man to come 
on in already. At the third buzz, he sighed, then slowly, 
slowly, slowly inched himself from the couch. 

He guessed that maybe his expression wasn’t too 
welcoming when the kid who waited, dressed in a formal 
business suit, stepped back after Theo swung the door 
open. He couldn’t help himself; the pain was etched into his 
face. 

“Fuck....” the slim blond kid started, quickly followed by 
an almost inaudible “Shit.” 

Theo blamed the pain medication when he started to 
laugh. As interviews went, cursing wasn’t a typical 
beginning. He hauled his snorts back in when the kid at the 
door started to back away, a hot and painful looking flush 
creeping up his neck. He spoke as he stepped backward. 

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Anderson. That just slipped out. Your 
assistant told me to let myself in, but that just seemed... 
rude. She didn’t mention that you were injured. | should 
have realized that was why she said to go ahead and just 
come in.” He shook his head so that his fine, almost silver 
blond hair covered his eyes momentarily. When he flicked 
his hair to one side, Theo saw that his eyes were pale gray. 
In the dim entranceway, he looked almost ghostly. 

Leaning heavily on the stick that Maggie had brought 
him, Theo tried to smile, hoping he didn’t actually look 
scary. The kid already looked ready to faint. 

“Come in, Mr. Daly. Perhaps we should just start again.” 
He watched, smiling internally as the young man visibly 
pulled back his shoulders and huffed out a breath. Had he 
ever been so transparent, Theo wondered. Had he seemed 
so hopeless and nerve-wracked when he’d attended his own 
intern interview? 


He guessed he had been more nervous when he was 
interviewed out of grad school, but there had been a lot 
more riding on that opportunity. Ben had seen him off from 
college, sending him up to Seattle with a hundred good luck 
kisses. He would be wonderful, they would love him; how 
could they not? Ben’s supportive words had traveled with 
him. 

When he was offered the job, they had celebrated in 
bed, and on the couch, and in the kitchen. They had 
celebrated all week. Ben was so delighted for him—for them 
—to have an opportunity to settle so near to Theo’s family, 
given that Ben’s own were so missed, and so very far away. 

Theo showed the nervous prospective intern into the 
living room, then excused himself. Leaning against the 
kitchen counter, he struggled for a moment. Getting stuck in 
a thought loop where he revisited the decision they had 
made so fucking long ago to move back to Seattle was 
becoming more and more rare, but sometimes, just 
sometimes.... 

He knew it did no good to dwell on might haves and if 
onlys. One aspect of moving home hadn't worked out for 
them, but the rest of their lives together had been golden, 
right? 

Pouring a couple of glasses of water and taking another 
pill gave him a moment to put himself in the candidate’s 
Shoes. Pain or not, it was up to him to establish a 
professional start to the interview process. 

When he returned to his living room, the kid was 
standing near the fireplace, scrutinizing the pictures 
arranged there. Theo frowned at what he felt was an 
invasion of his privacy, that is, until he saw which photo 
Evan was looking at. He’d picked up a framed photo of Theo 
and Ben at a company party. They were part of a group shot 
—everyone was smiling—and Ben was holding someone's 


little girl, laughing. It was a fabulous photo of Ben and the 
child, just fabulous. 

Theo swallowed. 

“My dad looks so happy in this photo.” The candidate— 
Evan—tried really hard to smile. It was such a familiar 
expression to Theo, who almost felt his own face twist in 
sympathy. “I wonder if he really was—if he ever was.” And 
that was the absolutely worst thing about sudden death, 
Theo knew: unanswered questions. 

He looked at the photo over the smaller man’s shoulder 
while Evan named the other people pictured. Evan’s father 
was at the center of the group, his smile reflected by the 
one worn by his wife. Theo said, “I saw your dad pretty 
much every workday for around ten years, Evan. He always 
seemed such a family guy, devoted to you and....” 

“Aiden.” 

“Yes, to you, Aiden, and to your mom. None of us 
expected him to pass away like that. We all were so very 
sorry for your loss.” He watched as Evan stared into the 
photo, looking closely at his father for another few minutes 
before replacing it carefully. When he turned toward Theo 
again, his face was set—he instantly looked older. 

“| remember that party, Mr. Anderson. | remember 
your... your....” He struggled for a moment. “I remember 
your partner. He found me outside with Aiden, and he 
wouldn’t leave us alone until we agreed to help him. Then 
he made us serve punch to everyone. Everyone. | only 
wanted to be left alone.” 

“How old were you then, Evan?” Theo asked. 

“Eleven. It was right after | came to live with them.” 
Theo remembered David’s determination to adopt Evan. 
Aiden had been much younger when his adoption had been 
formalized, David had said. They hadn’t intended to adopt 
again, but once they met Evan they couldn’t stop thinking 
about him. 


“Did you realize that all those people you served punch 
to were there to celebrate your adoption? You dad didn’t 
talk about anything else for months. He was worried about 
Aiden initially, but the way that kid was with you....” Theo 
paused. “It was like he’d always been your big brother, like 
he was made for the role.” 

Evan smiled, and this smile reached his eyes. “Yeah, he 
said he was pissed at the beginning. He’d had Mom and Dad 
to himself for nearly ten years. There he was, nearly sixteen 
years old when he got saddled with an eleven-year-old 
brat.” He shook his head, remembering. “I wasn’t the 
easiest kid to get along with.” 

Theo recalled David talking about his worries for his 
youngest son. He’d felt Evan had been in the system too 
long. His language was terrible, his attitude even worse. He 
looked like an angel, but someone had broken his wings 
somewhere along the way. 

Theo took a moment to edge carefully back to the 
couch, slowly lowering himself before considering the young 
man in front of him. 

“So, what changed for you?” he asked. 

“My family. Aiden mostly. He wouldn’t take my....” He 
stopped just short of cursing again. “He remembered what it 
was like to live in a group home, even though he left when 
he was much younger.” Evan shook his head, then sat at the 
far end of the couch when Theo indicated he should. “I’ve 
heard they’ve improved somewhat since then,” he added. 
“But it was no place to grow up. I’m so grateful they got me 
out.” Blinking across the distance between them, he 
scrubbed at his eyes with the heels of his palms for a 
second. “So, if it’s important to Mom that | try to be like 
Dad, then | will. Aiden already is like him. Too much like him, 
to be completely honest. He takes on too much.” 

Theo could actually recall only the breadth of Aiden’s 
shoulders, and his mop of dark curls, such a contrast to his 


adoptive brother’s slight build and straight blond hair. 

Evan continued, “Aiden took up where Dad left off. He’s 
looked after us all. He never stops working.” Sounding 
proud, he added, “He has his own business that he started 
on the Internet. He just opened his first retail store.” Theo 
nodded, impressed. 

“And he’s—” Theo started to ask. 

“Aiden just turned twenty-six. I’m twenty-one. Look, like 
| tried to explain on the phone, Mom thinks I’m the last 
chance, the last link between her old life and... well... now, | 
guess.” Theo watched as the younger man braced his 
elbows on his knees and dropped his head to his hands. “l 
still feel bad for choosing the wrong major. She was all set 
on business, but....” Theo couldn’t watch him struggle any 
longer. 

“Evan, the spot is yours, if you really want it. My only 
concern is that you get to the end of the internship to find 
that your mom expects you to continue. You know it might 
give her some kind of false hope, don’t you?” Frankly, Theo 
thought that it was desperately unfair to ask a kid—and he 
was still a kid—to step into a grown man’s shoes. Especially 
a dead man’s shoes that were impossible to fill. 

He took in the way that Evan’s face broke into a huge 
smile of relief. He looked incredibly young when his face lit 
up like that, all shining eyes like pools of mercury and white- 
blond hair that fell forward almost constantly. Evan flicked it 
back as he leaned over to shake Theo’s hand. His shake was 
firm, though. He might look slight, Theo thought, but the kid 
had strength. He’d have needed it to get through a loss like 
he’d experienced, let alone his early childhood. 

Shrugging off his newest intern’s thanks, he gestured 
toward the photo on the mantle again. 

“I’m not suggesting this only for your benefit, Evan. Your 
dad was a good man, a fine friend, and a reliable colleague. 
We all miss him and wondered if we should have noticed 


sooner....” His voice trailed away as the younger man’s 
head dropped forward again, eyes masked by the fall of 
silvered hair. He watched Evan shake his head. 

“We'd all be glad to see you at the office, Evan. Just 
don’t make your mother any long-term promises, especially 
if your vocation lies elsewhere.” 

The younger man nodded, keeping silent. 

Theo guessed that would have to do. 

They moved on to a discussion of the role requirements, 
and Evan took some notes. 

“What should | wear?” he asked. It was a valid question. 
Theo had just described what essentially amounted to 
weeks of rummaging in dusty storerooms, filing, and 
endless contact with copier ink cartridges and toner. 

“What you have on is fine for the first day, then 
something a little more casual after your orientation is 
complete.” He remembered how it was to be a student. He’d 
only owned one formal suit, supplemented by Ben’s shirts 
and Italian silk ties. Evan’s look of disappointment surprised 
him. 

“Or you can wear a business suit every day. Whatever 
you're comfortable in.” Evan smiled brightly again, 
smoothing down his tie. 

Kids. 

Theo had no idea how their minds worked anymore. 

Ben had never lost his own youthful streak, and Theo 
considered that as he accepted Evan’s assistance to get up 
from the couch, then watched from his window as he started 
to cross the street below. 

He and Ben had been on exactly the same wavelength 
when they first met. There was no way he would have 
guessed, after their first drunken evening together in Milan, 
that they weren’t the same age. The longer they were 
together, the more it seemed that Ben stayed perpetually 


young—in spirit, at least—while he seemed to age for both 
of them. Perhaps that was the effect of corporate life. 

Looking down into the street below, he saw a Vespa 
coming around the corner just a few seconds before Evan 
did. It was a fucking miracle that he managed to get across 
the street before the fast-moving bike took him out. From 
behind the pane of window glass, Theo heard Evan cussing 
out the rider. He had such a potty mouth. Theo smiled, 
thinking that Evan absolutely was a bundle of 
contradictions: He had the face of an innocent and the soul 
of a street fighter. 

Forgetting his back pain momentarily, he watched as 
the Vespa rider circled back, pulling to a halt right next to 
the curb near Evan. He couldn’t help his smile as he 
watched the smaller man gesticulating wildly, getting right 
up in the rider’s face. Yeah, fearless. 

He blinked a little as the rider dismounted, towering 
over Evan. Theo fumbled for a pocket before remembering 
that he was wearing sweats. His cell phone was in the 
kitchen. Fuck. He hoped he wasn’t about to witness David 
Daly’s boy getting a beating. 

The other dude was much taller than Evan. Theo could 
see that even from his skewed third-floor perspective. His 
shoulders looked twice the breadth of Evan’s, who watched 
the other man approach, then looked over his shoulder, 
scoping out an escape route, perhaps. Even from this 
distance, Theo noted the way his fists curled. Yeah, the kid 
had learned something about survival before he lived with 
the Dalys, Theo figured. 

He watched as the other man held out his hands, palms 
facing Evan, like he was calming a startled pony. Theo 
huffed out a breath heavy with relief. Then he gasped as the 
taller man reached into the inner pocket of his jacket. Fuck. 
Please God, not a gun. 


Theo’s split second of horror stretched out long and thin 
as he mentally calculated whether to smash his window as a 
distraction, or try to reach his phone first. Thankfully, the 
scrap of paper the other man pulled from his pocket waved 
in the breeze like a small white flag, signaling surrender. 

Almost panting as if he’d been running instead of 
standing still, Theo hung onto the window sill as he watched 
Evan lean in toward the other man, frowning as he took the 
paper from him. He nodded, then gestured toward Theo’s 
building. The other man turned to look in the direction Evan 
pointed, removed his helmet and placed it on the bike’s 
seat. All Theo saw was a mess of dark hair and a huge 
smile. 

Theo backed away from the window some, then edged 
closer again as the rider proceeded to strip off his jacket, 
looking around for a moment for somewhere to put it before 
thrusting it into Evan’s arms. Theo blinked and shook his 
head as he watched one man start to strip—right there, out 
on the sidewalk—while the other held a growing pile of his 
discarded clothes. 

The other man shed a black band T-shirt before 
replacing it with a crumpled dress shirt from a side pannier 
on his bike, which he tucked into equally creased dress 
pants. 

“What the hell?” Theo had never seen anything like it. 
Perhaps Evan hadn't either. He stood, clutching the pile of 
discarded clothes, eyes wide. Once Theo stopped fearing for 
Evan’s life, he could almost see the humor in the situation. 
It wasn’t every day that Theo got to see a nearly naked 
young man outside his apartment window, and the taller 
dude was built. 

Tanned and built. 

He smiled as he watched the taller young man’s—and 
he was young, Theo saw that once he turned again to look 
at the building—expressive face crease with a frown. He 


made a hand movement that Theo interpreted as how do | 
look? Theo smiled a little wider as Evan looked mildly 
horrified and shook his head. He translated that as terrible. 
You look terrible. 

The tall man shrugged, wide shoulders slumping. Then 
he stuffed his discarded clothes into the side panniers on his 
bike. 

When Evan began to undo his own tie, then went on to 
loop it around the other man’s collar, Theo moved a little 
closer to the window, feeling slightly voyeuristic. This was 
the most entertainment he’d had in... forever. 

Evan finished straightening his tie on the other man, 
then carried on talking for a while, pointing at his hair. Theo 
heard the other man’s laughter from three floors up. Then 
he watched the man lean down a little as Evan pulled a 
comb from his back pocket. 

Evan did his best, but even Theo could see that his 
mission was hopeless. 

By this time, Theo had guessed that the taller dude was 
his next potential intern, Joel Hudson, an environmental 
studies major. Yes, he looked a little like he belonged in the 
great outdoors, rather than in an office. 

Evan shook his head, and Theo couldn’t blame him. 
Even in a shirt and tie, the other man looked the opposite of 
suitable for a formal interview. 

Still, he was resourceful; Theo would give him that at 
least. He’d nearly killed a stranger—just like Ben had with 
him at their first meeting—then used the opportunity to get 
some help with his interview preparation. He watched them 
for a few more minutes, while his back yelled at him to sit 
down again already. Oh yes, this guy was an opportunity 
taker. 

He noticed the way he talked to Evan the whole time, 
his face completely animated. 


When he pulled out a cell phone, Theo saw Evan recite, 
as if giving his own cell number. 

“Smooth move, dude.” Theo remembered how Ben 
turned his own anger at their near-death almost-collision 
into an opportunity to extract his hotel name and room 
number from Theo within five minutes. When he’d opened 
his hotel door later that night to the handsome, energetic 
Italian, his life had changed forever. 

Later, much later, Theo found himself wondering if 
opening the door to Joel Hudson was the moment that his 
whole life changed again. 


When Maggie arrived just before one, arms full of files and 
takeout for lunch, Theo heard her lean on the door buzzer, 
then let herself in. Even if he’d wanted to he couldn’t have 
explained exactly how he came to be flat on his front, 
stretched out on a sheet across his living room floor. It was, 
he judged, fairly inexplicable. 

Besides, the fact that a smiling young man was 
kneading oil into his lower back would probably make any 
explanation he could come up with pretty redundant. So 
instead of explaining, he lowered his head to the sheet 
again, and groaned as Joel’s long, strong, amazing fingers 
pushed his pain away. 

“Theo Anderson!” Maggie dumped the files on the couch 
before kneeling down beside him. “What did I tell you about 
lawsuits?” 

Theo shook his head. He had no idea how he had 
progressed from interviewing the young man to allowing his 
shirt to be removed and practically begging him not to stop 
once he started with his massage demonstration. 

“There’s no need to worry, ma’am. He already offered 
me the job, and | already accepted the position. This 
massage is for therapeutic purposes only, although if I'd 


known the effect it would have, | guess | would have offered 
right at the start. It would have saved a whole lot of 
talking.” 

He wasn’t wrong. 

Joel talked as if someone might ration words at any 
minute. He’d only stopped talking once he started rubbing 
Theo’s locked-up muscles. The silence had been incredible, 
and Theo had fallen headfirst into it, almost drifting off to 
sleep once he was Sure that Joel’s actions weren’t going to 
make his back spasm any worse. Theo craned his head to 
the side, blinking into Maggie’s dark stare. “Get out while 
you still can, Maggie.” Theo’s voice dropped to a hoarse 
whisper as he said, “I think he hypnotized me.” 

“I can stop any time you like, Mr. Anderson. You just say 
the word.” As the warm hands on his back slowed, then 
stopped their rhythmic motion, Theo whimpered. He could 
hear the smile in Joel’s voice. 

“That’s what | thought, boss.” 

It had been Joel’s smile that led to Maggie finding them 
this way. The interview hadn’t gone according to plan at all. 
Theo had barely made it to the front door this time before 
Joel had pushed it open. His cheerful, “Hey, how are ya?” 
was quickly countered with a, “Wow, he wasn’t kidding. You 
do look like crap.” 

Theo could almost hear Evan saying that exact phrase. 

Before he knew it, Theo had found himself shuffled to 
his living room, eased back onto the couch, and under rapid- 
fire investigation. Did he need a drink, something to eat, 
any medication? What was the problem, how had it started, 
and what was helping? When Joel moved on to making 
suggestions for alternative therapies, Theo stopped him. 

“I’m guessing you’re Mr. Hudson.” Theo tried to sound 
calm and composed. Joel nodded, then apologized. “That’s 
all right, Mr. Hudson, this isn’t the most formal of interview 
sessions that I’ve ever run. It’s been one of those weeks.” 


Frankly, it had been one of those years. “Perhaps you could 
tell me why an environmental studies major is even looking 
for a spot in my department.” All of Theo’s years of 
experience in hiring and firing had taught him that asking 
open questions was the best way to extract the maximum of 
information. 

Mr. “Call me Joel” Hudson had started talking, and 
hadn’t stopped for at least ten minutes. 

He began by explaining his rationale for choosing his 
major. He’d been deeply influenced by several well-reported 
man-made disasters and, as a nature lover and ardent 
spokesperson for the voiceless—Theo guessed that he 
meant for trees and wildlife—environmental studies was a 
natural choice. He spent a year traveling—Australia mainly, 
taking in a little of Asia—and had made a point to visit 
environmental research centers in each country he visited. 
Theo didn’t doubt his enthusiasm, but after a lecture on 
deforestation in Borneo, he was still no closer to 
understanding why the man wanted office experience in 
what sounded, by comparison, such a pedestrian field. 

Joel had an answer for him, and hearing his thinking 
made Theo want to log into chat immediately. Morgan would 
absolutely love the way Joel’s mind worked. Or he’d hate 
him passionately. It just depended on the day. 

As Joel talked and talked and talked, Theo wondered 
again if Morgan was okay. It had been days since he’d 
answered Theo’s pings. 

He missed Morgan. 

He missed his company. 

Yes, that was it. He missed Morgan’s witty company, 
especially as he had so much time on his hands. Starting 
suddenly, realizing that the room was silent, Theo saw that 
Joel was studying him intently. 

“Who hurt you?” Joel asked. 


“It’s just an old football injury.” Theo watched as Joel 
pursed his full lips a little. He really did have the most 
expressive face. Honestly, it bordered on ugly, but when he 
smiled, it was practically gorgeous. His smile was amazing, 
all bright white teeth and just huge. 

Really huge. 

“I| don’t mean your back. That’s obvious. | mean what 
happened to you?” 

Theo shook his head. 

This wasn’t the time or place. He had zero intention of 
talking about himself, especially to a complete stranger. 
“Tell me again why you want to intern. Just keep it short this 
time.” Theo settled back, wincing, as Joel started talking 
again. He had a comforting accent that revealed he’d grown 
up in Minnesota, or Minne-snow-ta, as he called it, shivering 
a little. 

“I aim to work for a nonprofit or even start my own one 
day, but there’s little point wanting to change the world if 
you don’t know how the world works right now.” 

Theo nodded at his logic. 

“An internship with your company, particularly in your 
department, will look so good on my resume. But, more 
importantly, | need to see what business looks like from the 
inside out. I’m an idealist, but | guess that money will 
always talk. | figure that it can’t hurt to at least understand 
a little more about corporate America, even if you all are 
directly responsible for destroying the planet.” 

Yes, Theo decided, Morgan would love him, then he’d 
tear his argument apart, then he’d love him some more. 

They discussed the reality of the intern spot, and Joel 
nodded his agreement to basically file and copy for six 
weeks or So. 

“Will that blond dude be starting with me?” His ugly- 
gorgeous face was suddenly immobile, utterly focused, until 


Theo nodded. He cracked another huge smile, saying, 
“Sweet!” 

Theo shook his head. “I’m not sure that you two will 
have much in common. Maybe you can learn how to be 
serious from Evan.” 

“Maybe | can help to loosen him up a little instead. Hey! 
Maybe I can loosen you up while I’m here.” He pulled out his 
cell phone, placed a call, then strode to and fro across the 
room. Theo looked on, wondering how exactly the 
conversation had moved on from Joel talking his way into a 
job he showed zero aptitude for, to him talking with his 
mother on his cell about deep-tissue massage. 

Joel fired questions at Theo while he talked and walked 
around the room: How exactly had Theo injured himself? 
What was his normal course of treatment? How long did 
episodes usually last? Who was the dude in all these 
pictures? 

Theo answered them all, even the last one, caught out 
by Joel’s rapid-fire questioning. 

“That’s my partner, Ben.” He was relieved when Joel 
moved on, reacting neither positively nor negatively to 
information Theo wouldn’t usually share with a stranger. Joel 
spoke with his mother, then instructed Theo to take off his 
Shirt. 

“What? No!” 

“Here, talk to my mom.” 

So, somewhat reluctantly, Theo found himself lying ona 
sheet that Joel Hudson, a young man he hadn’t even met an 
hour before, had found. He’d spoken to his mother, who had 
told him—at great fucking length—about her business as a 
sports massage therapist. Joel had learned at her knee, and 
Theo could rest easy in his hands. Theo wanted to rest easy, 
but as he listened to the woman, he heard Joel opening and 
closing cupboard doors. When he came back to the living 


room clutching a bottle of Ben’s best herb-infused olive oil, 
Theo closed his eyes. 

When he opened them again, Joel was on his knees in 
front of him. 

“| promise you'll feel better.” 

Theo shook his head. 

“You don’t want to feel better?” Joel looked confused. 

“| do, it’s just... not what | was expecting to happen 
today.” Theo inched toward the edge of his seat, determined 
to show the newest intern out. 

When Joel started speaking again, Theo found himself 
raising his arms as his shirt was gently pulled over his head. 
Then he found himself first kneeling, then being helped 
down onto the sheet that had been thrown across the rug. 
Joel’s words made him feel like he was dreaming or 
overmedicated—high, even. It was the only explanation. 

“Now that I’ve got the internship, l'Il tell you the real 
reason | applied. All the other stuff was true, | do need the 
experience. But | guess | could have gotten that anywhere, 
maybe even somewhere related to my field.” Theo nodded; 
that was probably true. A lot of nonprofits were huge 
corporate-style operations. 

Joel’s hands were warm against his skin. 

“You know the dude who panhandles down at the corner 
of Cherry Street and First?” At Theo’s silent shrug, he 
expanded a little. “The dude with dreadlocks and a shopping 
cart?” Theo nodded slowly. He recognized the description. 
He’d sometimes seen a guy like that outside the coffee shop 
near there. “Well, he comes to the project | volunteer at. Not 
all the time, just when the menu appeals to him.” Theo 
quite liked that—a discerning hobo. 

Joel continued. “He told me that you were one of the 
good guys, and that good guys were rare in the business 
district.” Theo wasn’t sure that was true at all. At least it 


didn’t used to be. Maybe his company had become a little 
more mercenary recently. He thought for a moment about 
other department managers, seemingly unconcerned about 
the cuts they had to make. Then he thought about the fact 
that staff in his department didn’t voluntarily leave. Staff 
retention had never been an issue for him. 

Shrugging again, then wincing some more, he 
encouraged Joel to continue his story. The oil trickling along 
his spine felt cool and soothing. 

“He said that he asked you for spare change one day 
last winter, but you gave him your coat. It was a good one: 
down-filled, waterproof but lightweight. Too good to give 
away, he said.” Theo shook his head. There was no way that 
happened; he would remember. 

“He only wanted some cash, but instead of handing him 
a buck, or telling him to get a job, you took off your coat— 
he said it was just starting to sleet—and gave it to him. 
Then you pulled out your wallet and gave that to him also. 
That’s how he knew your name.” Theo shook his head 
again, only this time he hesitated a little. 

He remembered looking for his wallet for days and days, 
driving himself completely frantic. There was a photo in the 
little clear insert inside, of Ben perching on his lap in one of 
those tiny passport photo booths. They were smiling right at 
each other. Young and in love. There had been another 
version inside Ben’s wallet; only in his photo, they were 
kissing. They’d squeezed in a passport photo booth in Milan 
the first summer they met, and kissed like crazy with only a 
thin curtain dividing their passion from the rest of the world. 

Ben’s wallet had been destroyed in the fire after he 
crashed his car when his heart attack struck. It drove Theo 
crazy for a few days that he couldn’t find his own until it was 
handed in to the reception desk at the office. 

He had no memory of giving it to a stranger. 

None. 


“He told me that if a dude can act in kindness, when he 
looked like he could do with a little kindness of his own, then 
he’d probably be someone good to work for. So here | am.” 
Theo felt firm fingertips tracing their way down his spine, 
chasing the oil. “I take advice from alcoholic hobos, and I’m 
going to take your pain away. Consider it a gift from a 
mutual friend.” 

Theo shut his eyes until Maggie arrived. He didn’t try to 
explain the inexplicable. It all seemed pointless. Just like he 
didn’t bother trying to understand why he couldn’t 
remember giving his best winter coat away—it sounded like 
the one Ben had bought him the last time they skied in Vail 
—to someone asking for spare change nearly a year before. 

He had already learned that grief stole stretches of 
time, but he was almost certain that couldn’t have 
happened. Surely he hadn’t been that outside his own head 
that he’d lost the whole episode? 

After he showed Maggie out later, Theo looked through 
every single closet, drawer, and cupboard in his apartment. 

His winter coat was gone. 


CHAPTE a 
OCVEN, 


THEO watched his mother work her way around his kitchen 
on Sunday afternoon, nodding as she told him off for not 
calling sooner. He explained that he was feeling so much 
better. That Joel kid had healing hands all right. In fact, Theo 
felt so much closer to normal that he didn’t even find the 
way his mom casually nosed through his pile of mail 
annoying. He chose to ignore the way she split the pile into 
two—his and Ben’s—before pushing his pile toward him. 

Reaching over, he took Ben’s small pile of mail and 
opened it first. It still felt vaguely wrong to read someone 
else’s mail. At least this time it was nearly all junk. He hated 
the weekends that started with notifying people that their 
letter wouldn’t ever get read by the intended recipient. His 
mom moved on to clearing the kitchen counter. If he 
thought she wouldn’t take it as a criticism, he would have 
commented that Ben had been just like her when it came to 
his kitchen. He never stood still when he could be moving 
around, never left piles of stuff on the counter like Theo did 
to mount up ’til the weekend came around again. 

He’d say, “Deal with it now, tesoro, deal with it right 
now, then we can go have fun, yes?” Or, “Why wait? You 
might miss a party if you wait to open your mail. A party, 
Theo.” Then he’d shake his head as if the concept of missing 
a chance to socialize was just beyond belief. Theo used to 
put off opening his mail while Ben grumbled his way around 
the kitchen, making lists. 

Ben would never make a single shopping list, despising 
one-stop shopping in huge stores with their prepackaged 


food shipped in from Lord knows where. Instead they would 
have lunch out somewhere, usually with friends, then lose 
hours dipping in and out of little specialty food stores, 
farmers’ markets, and his favorite wine importers. They’d 
come home late in the afternoon, just a little worse for wear, 
and Ben would arrange himself across their huge couch— 
undoing his shirt, fingers running up and down the trail of 
dark hair below his navel—then tell Theo that he could help 
himself, do whatever he wanted, just as soon as he was 
done with his mail. 

But while his mom watched with her lips pressed tightly 
together, Theo took his time and opened each and every 
piece of Ben’s junk mail before starting on his own. She 
sighed and turned back to the oven, then removed a 
steaming pan of her homemade mac ’'n cheese. 

Theo couldn’t help groaning. “Smells so good, Mom. 
Thanks.” 

It did smell amazing. 

He’d grown up on a diet heavy on cheese, his mom 
insisting that it was good for growing boys. Now mac ’‘n 
cheese, grilled cheese sandwiches, and cheese with 
crackers or with slices of crisp Washington State apples 
always took him right back to childhood. In fact, he loved his 
mom’s version of mac 'n cheese so much that he’d raved 
about it to Ben when they first shared his room in an off- 
Campus student house. Ben’s horror, when he saw one of 
Theo’s housemates adding orange powder to a boxed 
version, was comical. 

Ben’s English had been really good when they met, but 
he didn’t understand, or even hear, the intricacies of 
American nuance, let alone grasp the importance of 
nonverbal communication, for years. So perhaps it was 
inevitable that Ben had offended his mother deeply the 
second time they met. Theo had hoped that things were 
going to go better the second time around as they sat down 


to lunch at the lake house together. That hope had died 
when Ben shuddered in his seat as she announced that the 
mac ’n cheese was nearly ready. 

Theo knew Ben hadn't intended to hurt her feelings. He 
had only been thinking of that orange powder. 

His mother hadn’t said a word, politely ignoring her 
guest’s reaction. Only the sharp clatter of her fork, put down 
somewhat harshly as Ben described the virtues of Italian 
cheeses, told Theo that she saw his conversational topic as 
a personal slight. She had no idea back then that Ben 
questioned everything relentlessly. What is this made from? 
Which cheeses do you use? More than one type, yes? Why 
don’t you try it with parmigiano to finish next time? 

Theo tried to explain the cultural difference later as he 
helped clear away in the kitchen. His mom had washed the 
dishes vigorously, scouring the pan with what bordered on 
violence, before turning with a small, tight smile. 

“You still like your mother’s cooking, right, Theo?” He 
had nodded, then shaken his head. 

“You know | do, Mom. Ben loved it too. Did you see how 
much he ate? He wouldn’t have been so interested in the 
recipe if he didn’t think it was delicious.” Maybe he should 
have tried harder to explain that Ben’s effusive curiosity 
was innate and also completely normal in his home setting. 
It might have been a chance to build a bridge between the 
people that loved him. Perhaps things would have been 
different if he’d been able to explain how Ben’s unrestrained 
expressiveness was a family trait. 

Theo remembered feeling something close to shock 
after his first meal at Ben’s parents’ house. The volume of 
conversation around the table had been incredible, and the 
way his brothers—all five of them—would lean over each 
other to insert their own opinions had been somewhat 
intimidating. When he thought back over the years to their 
annual trips to Milan, he recalled with great fondness that 


noisy gang of men who all had something to say about 
everything, just like their oldest brother. 

Theo sat in his own Seattle kitchen, watching his mother 
dish up a serving of the American classic, and felt sick with 
longing for Italy. 

Sick with it. 

He’d give pretty much anything to sit between Ben's 
brothers again, letting their arguments and almost constant 
mockery roll around him as he ate. 

Later, while his mom was grocery shopping for him, he 
watched the game with his dad. Theo felt himself begin to 
Slip into one of those pointless, regretful thought loops 
again. He remembered his mom washing the dishes with 
fiercely reined-in temper after their first meal together at 
the lake house, while they both watched his dad and Ben 
standing at the bottom of the jetty, through the kitchen 
window. 

Ben had been gesticulating wildly as he spoke, which 
was completely normal Ben behavior. Theo had almost been 
able to imagine the conversation. His man would have 
asked rapid-fire questions about the lake, the boats, and 
Theo’s family home. Then he would have started with 
questions about the neighbors. Who was related to whom, 
who worked where? There really wasn’t a single subject he 
wasn’t interested in, and he never seemed to forget the 
most random detail. 

He imagined that his dad had just listened. His mom 
was the talker in their partnership. 

So he sat in silence while his father half dozed and half 
watched the game, pointlessly thinking about how much he 
missed Ben, until the glint of an olive-oil-colored sunbeam 
caught his attention. The light from the window hit the 
bottle Joel had used just two days before. Theo had felt so 
much better after Joel had rubbed the tension clear out of 


his back. He didn’t want to sink back into feeling tight and 
constricted again—inside or out. 

Excusing himself, Theo slowly walked across to his study 
and fired up his PC. Before he could second-guess himself, 
he hammered out a quick e-mail to Morgan, asking him to 
please get in touch. 

He explained that he greatly enjoyed Morgan’s 
company. He couldn’t explain exactly why an Internet 
stranger had become an important part of his day, but he 
had. He just had. A week without him seemed too long. Also, 
Theo explained that it was far too easy to try to manage on 
his own. He’d had a year of that already, so this was him 
speaking from a place of experience. He’d love to hear from 
Morgan again, whenever he was able, but most importantly, 
he’d just appreciate knowing if he was okay. 

That was all. 

Not giving himself a moment to change his mind, he 
logged into Ben’s old e-mail account next, then copied his 
contacts. It took him a while, but he finally figured out 
Skype. When his call was accepted, he found it hard to focus 
on the familiar face that filled his screen. His eyes blurred as 
he said ciao to Ben’s youngest brother, Marco. They blurred 
even more as the screen filled with more of his brothers’ 
faces, all at their parent’s place for a noisy Sunday meal. 

His study filled with wild Italian and broken English, as 
for only the second time since the funeral, Theo greeted his 
other family. 

When Ben struggled to perfect a second language as an 
adult, he used to double check his word choices relentlessly 
and couldn’t understand why there wasn’t an American 
version of ciao. He said that it worked just as well for hello 
as for good-bye. Besides, why would you say good-bye to 
friends or family? Good-bye was kind of permanent 
sounding, to his ears at least. 


Right then, at his desk in Seattle, Theo was glad that he 
had never said good-bye to Ben’s family. He had said ciao 
instead when they left, and they said ciao again now, as if 
he was still part of their lives. 

Ben had been right. 

Good-bye was far too permanent. 


Monpay brought the new interns to the office. 


Maggie had them corralled in the break room until Theo 
was able to hold an impromptu meeting with the regular 
staff. It was good to catch up. They could see the still- 
awkward way he held himself, and offered their sympathy. 
Next he quickly talked them through the newest recruits, 
explaining that this year they were going to do things a little 
differently. That news was met with much eye rolling. 
Everything was different in the office this year. 

Theo couldn’t help noticing that some of them had 
changed cubicles. Now his remaining team all worked right 
next to each other, as if they’d circled their wagons against 
further attack. He couldn’t really blame them. So he took 
some time to talk through their current projects, assessing 
who needed assistance as a matter of priority. Then he 
asked them all to use a whiteboard triage system so the 
new kids could see who needed assistance most urgently. 

Theo was sorry that he’d lost a week. He could see that 
his own injury had hurt them also. 

As soon as his team was settled, Theo went to meet the 
interns. He’d chosen three bright business students who 
already had some corporate experience, as well as Heather, 
David Daly’s boy, Evan, and Joel Hudson. 

Evan looked so extraordinarily serious. Honestly, uptight 
didn’t even come close as a descriptor. His lips were tight 
white lines on an already pale face, and he clutched a pen 
as if he were about to go into battle and use it as a weapon. 


Theo looked around the break room, counting heads, then 
told the others to talk amongst themselves until the final 
new recruit arrived. 

A few minutes later, Joel burst in—hair half combed, but 
with his shirt pressed, at least—apologizing for his tardiness. 
Instead of slinking to the back of the room or sitting quietly 
while Theo spoke, he launched instead into a rant about the 
company vending machines in the hallway. Did Theo realize 
that there was nothing with any nutritional value in them? 
Those breakfast bars were all additives and sugar, and the 
ingredients in the noodle cups were bordering on worse. 

He wanted to know if there was a staff cafeteria, and if 
there was, did it have a daily vegetarian option on the 
menu? 

Theo blinked. 

The other interns looked at each other, smirking. 

Evan pressed his lips a little tighter. 

Noticing Evan, Joel strode over and lightly punched him 
on the shoulder, saying, “Hey, | called you. Didn’t you get 
my messages?” Before Evan could reply, Joel pulled his 
borrowed interview tie from his pocket and presented it to 
him with a flourish. 

“Thanks for the loan. It brought me luck.” 

Before Joel could continue speaking, Theo launched into 
his presentation, welcoming them to the company. He 
explained that their first day would consist of an orientation 
session with all the new interns from the other departments. 
Then they would sit through a safety at work video. Once 
that was done they were to come back for a group lunch in 
the break room. 

Noticing that Joel was about to butt in again, Theo 
smiled and said he would ensure that a vegetarian option 
was available. Joel’s answering grin was wide. 


As they filtered out of the break room, Evan held back 
until just he and Theo remained. He still looked incredibly 
tense, nervously pushing his long pale bangs out of his 
eyes. When he blurted out that his mom had cried when he 
told her that he got the spot, and that his older brother, 
Aiden, said to say thanks on his behalf too, Theo shook his 
head. Honestly, it was nothing. He said he was sure that 
Evan would do fine; in fact, he’d be bored witless, so maybe 
he should save his thanks. 

Evan shook his head. Theo caught a glimpse of that 
steely determination again—such a contrast to his 
outwardly slight image—as he grasped Theo’s wrist. Evan 
thanked him once more, then said, “If there’s ever a way | 
can pay you back, you'll let me know, right?” 

Theo smiled and nodded while thinking that, apart from 
administrative help, there was nothing he needed that this 
kid could do for him. 

“Just learn quickly, try not to think of better ways to file 
—they never are in practice, there are reasons why we have 
a system—and make some new friends. Then leave. Escape. 
Go back to college and do what you like.” It was Evan’s turn 
to nod. 

Before he left the break room, he grasped Theo’s wrist 
one last time. “Look, it’s probably not for me to say, but 
honestly—” He paused, then pressed on. “—you need this 
more than me.” 

When Theo looked down as Evan left to catch up with 
the others, he was amused to see that the silk tie Evan had 
loaned to Joel was coiled in his palm. He took it out to 
Maggie, who agreed wholeheartedly, saying she had 
wondered if he’d been struck down by color blindness lately. 
In her opinion, helping Theo to dress himself needed to be 
written into her job description. 

He almost argued. 


Ben had always made sure that he looked good, but as 
he looked down, noticing for the first time that he was 
wearing a dress shirt with a faint plaid pattern along with 
subtly pinstriped trousers, he could see her point. Maybe 
the bright paisley-patterned tie he’d selected that morning 
hadn’t been the most inspired of choices, but to Theo it had 
at least looked cheery. 

“There,” Maggie said, making a final adjustment to 
Evan’s dark-gray silk tie. “That’s better. Almost....” 

“Stylish?” Theo guessed, thinking that the tie was 
exactly the type that Ben had favored on him. 

Maggie stood next to him as they both looked into the 
break-room mirror. 

“Almost back to normal.” 


THE next few days passed in a flash. Theo had never been so 
behind at work, nor felt so resigned in the face of imminent 
disaster. It wasn’t that he’d lost his work ethic. Not at all. He 
still carried home files every night. It was more that he saw 
the impossibility of maintaining his department’s output. 
Much as he refused to panic, he couldn’t help worrying for 
his staff. 

His attitude had shifted somewhat over the last year. He 
recognized that, and was starting to think that maybe it 
wasn’t such a bad thing. He used to worry about work a lot, 
and maybe took on more than he should have. If it hadn’t 
been for Ben’s organizational skills, he figured that he 
wouldn’t have done any socializing, or traveled so 
extensively on the weekends and holidays. Left to his own 
devices, Theo guessed that work would have sucked up all 
his free time too back then. 

Yes, he probably would have filled his downtime with 
extra work, just like his own dad used to before he retired. 


Instead, Ben used to inform him midweek what their 
weekend plans were, and then just made things happen. 
Without him, Theo found that weekends seemed endless. 
Work filled the void initially, but after the cutbacks and the 
way he’d been forced to fire people—good people—he 
couldn’t make himself care too much anymore. He took 
work home to make his own life a little easier. The interns 
needed a lot more guidance than usual, and Theo had taken 
something of a personal interest in their progress, which 
had cost him work hours. 

Not for the first time that week, he found his thoughts 
drifting to Morgan. His messages and chats had gone 
unanswered, and even though he had asked on the politics 
forum, no one had the faintest idea what might be up. Theo 
couldn’t help feeling disappointed, and a little worried. 

He had lots of people to talk with on the forum. After 
Morgan’s threads asking after Theo, he certainly felt part of 
a real community rather than just an Internet voyeur. But 
Morgan had taken an interesting and harmless pastime— 
something that had kept Theo’s mind off the way his own 
keystrokes echoed in his empty apartment—and turned it 
into nothing but fun. 

It was true. 

Without Morgan to point out online idiocy, spending 
time on the forum seemed pointless. Theo guessed that the 
Internet was just like the rest of life—better with someone to 
Share it with. He so wished that Morgan had been online this 
past week, if only to share intern stories with. 

He would love the interns. 

The business majors were a godsend, getting on with 
their tasks and causing few issues. 

The others were comical. 

Ridiculous. 

Wonderful. 


Theo had lost count of the times he’d had to turn away 
to hide a smile. Even Maggie found them amusing. 
Eventually she took Heather under her wing, supervising her 
closely and demonstrating endless patience for her never- 
ending, repetitive questions. 

But the other two.... There was something about them 
that fascinated Theo. It was true. By Thursday he was 
getting up in the morning—still taking things slowly—looking 
forward to whatever the workday would bring. Joel and Evan 
were pure entertainment. 

Evan hadn’t been stretching the truth when he said he 
was good at fixing things, which was just as well because 
Joel broke pretty much everything he touched. His 
clumsiness seemed strange, given how good he’d been with 
his hands at Theo’s apartment. Joel said he didn’t intend to 
break things, and he couldn’t fault the younger man’s 
honesty at owning up every single time he put the copier 
out of action. In fact, the first few times it had happened, 
Joel’s cheeks had flamed. 

But as the week went on, Maggie came up with her own 
observations. Not much slipped past her, and her desk 
outside Theo’s office put her in a perfect position to observe 
the interns’ behavior. When she came in on Thursday 
afternoon and sat on the edge of Theo’s desk, he paid 
attention. 

“So,” she began. “What are you going to do about that 
boy?” 

He didn’t need to ask which boy she was referring to. 
Theo guessed that Maggie wouldn’t have come in without 
already formulating her own answer, but he humored her 
anyway. “What do you think | need to do about him, 
Maggie?” He smiled as she flipped open her notepad. 

“Well, boss, I’m not exactly sure, but something needs 
to happen soon before the whole office falls apart.” Theo 
raised his brows, fairly sure that a broken copier wasn’t 


exactly the end of the world. “I asked Heather to take notes 
for me yesterday, and by take notes, | mean spy.” Maggie 
smiled, saying it was the most fun she’d had since Curtis 
kissed her while they were in the elevator. 

“I’m intrigued at your use of intern resources, Maggie. 
Please, do continue.” Theo got as comfortable as he could 
while Maggie stood at his office whiteboard. Writing quickly 
and neatly, she talked over her shoulder as she presented 
Theo with her evidence. 

“There are several ways | could do this, Theo. For now, 
l'Il just list all of the—” She paused, thinking hard, before 
saying, “—incidences of contact.” 

Theo leaned forward. 

Contact sounded ominous. 

Contact didn’t sound like appropriate office behavior at 
all. 

“If you like, | can draw you a map also, just to highlight 
the office contact hotspots.” Theo blinked, waiting silently 
for her to continue. Maggie wrote quickly, then fished in her 
pocket for her favorite toy. Theo tried not to smile as she 
switched on her laser pointer. 

“See here?” She circled some writing on the whiteboard, 
lips pursed, looking all business. “Between 9 a.m. and noon, 
Mr. Hudson broke the copier four times.” Theo shook his 
head; the kid was hopeless with hardware. He figured it was 
good that Joel was tall, because at least he was useful for 
reaching all the old paperwork on the archive room’s 
highest shelves. 

“And here—” She circled between 2 p.m. and 3 p.m. “— 
he broke the vending machine, the water dispenser, and the 
copier again, twice. Really, if he wants to be an eco-warrior 
when he grows up, he'll be fabulous at it.” She turned 
toward Theo, looking triumphant. “He’s a spy. An industrial 
spy. It’s the only explanation. One of our competitors must 
have heard about the ‘corporate difficulties’ we’ve had and 


has sent him in to cause more trouble.” She nodded 
emphatically. 

Theo shook his head. Maggie glared at him. 

“What other explanation can there be? No one is that 
much of a klutz, surely. How does he survive?” 

Reaching out his hand, Theo gestured toward her 
pointer. She gave it up eventually. Reluctantly. 

Pointing the red beam of light at the first set of timings, 
he asked her, “What happened when the copier broke this 
morning?” 

“Oh, Evan fixed it, no problem. It was just a paper jam.” 

“Uh-huh.” Theo stood carefully, then took the 
whiteboard marker and printed Evan’s name in large letters 
at the top of the board. “And the other times it broke? What 
happened then?” 

Maggie frowned. “Well, Evan had it all fixed up again in 
no time. He’s very good with his hands.” 

Theo smiled so broadly he felt the stretch in his cheeks. 

He circled Evan’s name with the laser pointer. 

“Uh-huh.” He sat down slowly before asking, “Now, what 
happened with the vending machine?” 

“Joel got his hand stuck in it.” 

“I see. And the water dispenser?” 

“Same thing.” 

“Really? How?” Theo was incredulous. How was that 
even possible? 

Maggie was pure exasperation as she answered. “I don’t 
know, Theo! That’s kinda why I’m telling you about it all. | 
didn’t see it happen. | just heard him calling for Evan.” 

Theo tried really hard not to smile. Then he turned the 
laser pointer back to the board. “Maybe there’s some other 
reason Mr. Hudson needs so much assistance.” 

When Maggie turned back to the whiteboard, she 
watched as Theo drew laser-red heart shapes around Evan’s 


name. 

“Oh.” 

“I think we should test my theory before we call security 
in to remove your industrial spy.” 

Maggie whacked him lightly on the arm before huffing, 
“Go on then, you big know-it-all.” 

Five minutes later, he and Maggie spied through a crack 
in his blinds as Evan stood outside, reading Theo’s urgent 
request for a file from the archive room. 

Maggie grumbled, “This is ridiculous.” 

“Just watch.” 

So they did. 

Evan moved back to his desk and placed his pad and 
pencil down precisely before rolling up his shirt sleeves. At 
the start of the week everything about Evan had seemed 
angular. Now he seemed so much more relaxed. He half 
smiled as he made sure his cuffs were rolled equally. 

“He’s seriously cute.” Maggie wasn’t wrong, Theo 
thought. With his sharp edges slightly softened, Evan looked 
like a different person. They observed covertly as he headed 
for the archive room, passing Joel’s desk, exchanging a 
casual “Hey.” 

“Theo, that proves nothing!” Theo could almost hear his 
assistant rolling her eyes. 

“Patience.” 

The moment the archive room door shut, Joel moved 
frantically. First he stood and tucked his shirt in somewhat 
neatly, then he pulled it back out. Theo lip-read as Joel 
cursed before tucking it back in again. 

Next he delved in his desk drawers. They watched as he 
pulled out papers, pens, and various other office supplies 
before holding up a comb as if it were something precious. 
They both stifled laughter at his muffled curses as his 
tangles fought back. When he stood outside the archive 


room door, visibly giving himself a pep talk before plastering 
a confident smile on his face, Maggie said, “Damn,” 
dragging the word out as if it had three syllables. 

Yes, Theo thought, young love in his office. 

Damn indeed. 
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WHILE watching the interns was a spectator sport that both 
he and Maggie could get behind, it didn’t take long for Theo 
to see potential downsides. He guessed that the behavior 
which Maggie described as too cute could be viewed as 
workplace harassment. It seemed obvious to him that Joel 
was drawn to Evan Daly, but he truly had no idea whether it 
was an interest Evan reciprocated. 

Honestly, it was probably none of his business. That’s 
what he said via e-mail to Peter later on Friday evening. 
They’d given up on texting after consistently missing each 
other. Instead, they e-mailed from time to time, and Peter 
had turned out to be an interesting correspondent. He had a 
knack for taking serious subjects and reducing them to 
amusing anecdotes. 

He didn’t take life too seriously. 

It wasn’t that he was flippant, or took pleasure at poking 
fun at others’ expense. No, if anything, Peter’s views were 
saturated with understanding. Theo wondered if that was a 
result of seeing some of the worst things that could happen 
to people. Maybe dealing with distress and pain on an 
almost daily basis in his professional life meant that Peter’s 
laid-back, live-and-let-live point of view was a coping 
mechanism. Either way, his response to Theo’s concern 
about the interns was typical. 

“What’s the worst that can happen?” he asked Theo. 
“They’re both adults, and from the way you described the 
Smaller one it sounds like he can stand up for himself. Are 





you concerned because you don’t know if he’s gay? 
Honestly, | wouldn’t worry about it for the moment. If he’s 
straight he probably hasn’t even noticed the other kid at 
all.” 

Theo sat in his study, almost smiling. Peter probably 
wasn’t wrong. 

“If he is gay, then | guess he’ll notice eventually, if the 
other dude is being as obvious as you suggest. Then they 
can either fuck like bunnies in your archive room, or have a 
fistfight in the office. Just make sure to video it for me. I’m 
so bored with hotel pay-per-view porn.” 

That was Peter through and through: straightforward 
and just a little irreverent. 

It wasn’t quite that simple for Theo. 

Firstly, if Evan felt uncomfortable about Joel's 
increasingly obvious interest—the taller kid could not be 
subtle to save his life—he might not feel able to raise the 
Subject at the office. It worried Theo more than a little that 
Evan might be coming to work carrying the weight of his 
mother’s expectations on his narrow shoulders, and then 
was also having to deal with Joel’s enthusiastic crushing. 
Secondly, it didn’t really matter if Evan was gay or straight, 
or even if he was interested in or unaware of Joel’s 
fascination. The fact was that Joel was acting 
unprofessionally. 

It was as simple and as complicated as that. 

It wasn’t that Theo was unsympathetic. He remembered 
what raging hormones felt like. He’d been older than Joel— 
approaching twenty-six—when he met Ben, but even so, 
they had both been crazy in love and couldn’t keep their 
hands off each other. He’d had his own unprofessional 
moments at the office. It wasn’t until he watched Joel follow 
Evan into the archive room, while he and Maggie spied on 
them from his office, that he remembered one of the best. 


Back in the day, office parties actually happened at 
work, in the break room. Instead of decamping down to the 
nearest bar or restaurant for a drunken holiday celebration, 
there would be a potluck dinner arranged across a few 
tables, or pizzas delivered that they would eat while 
someone played terrible mix tapes on a boom box brought 
in from home. 

Ben loved office parties. 

Actually, Ben loving parties at the office was somewhat 
of an understatement. 

He lived for them. 

Theo used to waste hours on office-party days, clock 
watching until time slowly tick-tocked toward evening. Ben 
would appear, looking so handsome—all sleek dark hair and 
wicked smile—and would charm his way around Theo’s 
colleagues. He never forgot wives’ and husbands’ names, or 
who had kids graduating from kindergarten or high school. 
He made being sociable so easy. While Theo wouldn’t 
describe himself as shy, maybe his upbringing as an only 
child of quiet parents had left him with an inner core of 
reserve. 

Ben didn’t suffer from shyness. He loved parties and 
people. But most of all he loved Theo’s office parties 
because they gave him access to the archive room. 

It was true. 

Theo read Peter’s e-mail, then paused mid-reply, eyes 
closed as he recalled time he’d spent being inappropriate at 
work. 

Ben had brought a case of good wine to the first office 
party he attended and—more used to lite beer—the younger 
members of Theo’s team were soon more than a little drunk. 
The music got louder, as did the laughter. Instead of the 
usual polite standing around while food was eaten before 
people made excuses to leave early, frantic calls were made 


to babysitters, begging them to stay for just a few hours 
longer. 

When the dancing started, the party spilled out of the 
break room and into the office. Theo had mingled a little, 
taking his new almost-management role seriously, drinking 
less than the others. He’d found it so hard to drag his eyes 
away from Ben, who danced with anyone who looked half 
willing. With his jacket off, Ben had looked good enough to 
eat—all toned torso in a tight white shirt and deep, 
devastatingly attractive dimples—as he smiled and swayed 
to the music. 

Before too long, the bass was echoing through the outer 
office. The old building’s vaulted ceilings created amazing 
acoustics, and once they’d turned off the bright fluorescent 
lighting, the place seemed less office-like and more 
shadowy— full of hidden corners. Ben had grabbed Theo as 
he passed close by, then slipped his warm hand under 
Theo’s jacket until he had a covert handful of ass. 

One huge glass of red wine later, and Theo had Ben 
pushed up against the inside of the archive room door. 

Theo remembered it all so clearly as he sat at the desk 
he used to share at home with Ben. 

He remembered the noise and laughter of the people he 
worked with every single day, muted by the fire door he 
pressed Ben’s back to, and the heavy click of the lock. 

He remembered the growing excitement he felt as Ben 
clung to him, pulling his hair a little, groaning into his 
mouth. 

He remembered the way his breath had slammed out of 
his body as Ben turned him—quickly, forcefully—then flicked 
the light off, plunging them into darkness so complete that 
he almost fell. 

Ben held him up, then sank down his body, nipping 
through Theo’s shirt, almost growling. The vibrations from 
his lips shot straight to Theo’s cock, and when Ben bit, then 


sucked hard on his nipple, Theo had made a sound that was 
one long, prolonged consonant. He couldn’t see a fucking 
thing. All he could do was feel. 

The inky darkness made everything—each breath, each 
touch, each bite—a hundred times more intense. He leaned 
back against the door and stretched his arms out, bracing 
himself on the shelves that lined the walls to either side, 
giving himself up to Ben, needing him so badly. 

In the dark, Ben’s Italian cursing and the sound of his 
own zipper being unfastened pushed him closer to the edge. 
His clothes had been yanked down roughly, and Ben shoved 
his face in close, huffing, licking, murmuring against Theo’s 
balls until he turned his face just enough that Theo’s cock 
was scuffed by Ben’s five o’clock shadow. The soft almost- 
scrape made Theo’s hands grasp, hanging tightly onto the 
metal of the shelf supports until they cut into his palms. 

Seconds later, his cock was engulfed in wet heat. He 
jerked, feeling Ben’s teeth, the ridges in the roof of his 
mouth and—fuck, fuck, fuck—Ben’s lips tightening as he 
pulled back a little. He felt fingers slide their way up under 
his shirt, short nails pressing into his pecs before scraping 
across a nipple. Lightning bolted across the inside of his 
eyelids. 

Theo lurched forward, making his cock slam against the 
Slick constriction of Ben’s throat. His choke and cough made 
Theo groan so, so loudly. In the utter darkness, Theo 
sounded like a man dying, being killed, suffering terribly. He 
hadn’t ever felt anything so good. The hand on his chest 
flattened, pushing him back, holding him up. He might have 
been smaller than Theo, but Ben had been so fucking 
strong. 

Sitting at his desk at home, Theo’s hand reached out— 
shaking—as he switched off his desk lamp and PC monitor. 

He sat in the dark and tipped his head back, pretending 
fora moment that he was back in the archive room. 


Back with his Ben. 

The darkness had wrapped around them, leaving Theo 
feeling like he just might be floating as Ben started to suck 
him off. His groans filled the narrow space, and when he felt 
a tongue flick—right there—exactly where he was most 
sensitive, his knees had buckled. Ben’s throaty chuckle as 
he pulled Theo down onto the floor, both of them clumsy 
with blindness, had made Theo grin. 

Their teeth clashed as they kissed, still smiling. 

Theo tried his fucking best to get Ben’s pants off as he 
kicked his own away, but Ben grabbed for his hands, 
pressing soft, wet kisses into Theo’s palms before 
whispering how much he wanted to fuck him—here tesoro, 
right here, right now, yes? He shifted over Theo’s dick as he 
unfastened his own fly. Theo’s breath caught as he heard 
the zipper’s distinctive rasp. He helped to pull off Ben’s 
clothes as his lover wriggled and tugged himself free. 

When Ben finally straddled him again, Theo hooked a 
hand around the back of Ben’s neck, dragging him down for 
a kiss that missed initially but went on to become deep, 
damp, and desperate. Ben kissed him back, sucking on his 
tongue until Theo felt his cock twitch, leaving its own wet 
kisses on his stomach. 

In the dark, Ben’s dick felt heavy and so hot in Theo’s 
hand. He started to jack him off fast as Ben’s ass rubbed 
over his own dick. They both panted. Theo planted his feet 
flat on the floor, and Ben did too—feet next to Theo’s ribs— 
before leaning back against Theo’s raised knees, the angle 
making the crack of his ass a perfect groove for Theo’s dick 
to rock through. 

Ben had told him in a least three languages that he 
wanted to fuck, needed to fuck—please baby, please—but 
the combination of complete darkness, the weight of Ben’s 
hot ass, and the muffled sound of music from the break 
room just yards beyond one locked door, sent Theo 


spinning. He pushed up, up, up, feeling his orgasm approach 
like someone switching on a_light—instant, blinding, 
explosive. 

He hung on to whatever came to hand while he shot. 
Papers shifted on the shelf he grabbed hold of, fluttering 
down around them. 

Ben cursed, calling him a quick little shit. Then he 
laughed and shuffled on his knees until his cock nudged 
Theo’s chin. His ciao, bello had Theo laughing, then swiping 
blindly with his tongue. The sharp salty flavor of his man’s 
cock made him shift up onto his elbows, chasing the taste 
until Ben’s hands cupped both of his cheeks as he slid into 
Theo’s mouth. 

The room filled with filthy, husky Milanese, and Theo 
loved it. He loved the smell of the man who had followed 
him all the way across the Atlantic Ocean with nothing but 
blind trust and a passport. He loved Ben’s hand yanking his 
hair just like he had the first night they were together, 
fucking like they’d been made to fit each other, and he 
loved the way he beg-demanded: In me, in me, in me. 

Pulling off for a moment, Theo had slicked his own 
fingers, then pulled Ben’s cock to him again, licking, 
sucking, drooling some—not caring at all. He was mindless 
as his wet fingertips sought out where Ben would open to 
him, his head still reeling. 

Every inch of skin that he mapped, tracing slowly and 
lovingly, was familiar. Theo didn’t need any light to know 
exactly where to touch, or exactly where to push in. His 
fingers pressed, slipped, slid into Ben, making him stammer 
and jerk. It had been Theo’s turn to choke until Ben’s fingers 
slipped through his hair, apologizing, demanding, soothing, 
and then tugging all over again. 

Ben fucked Theo’s face slowly, keeping one hand on his 
cheek—he loved to feel where they were joined—while he 
alternately pushed back on Theo’s fingers, then slipped 


forward into his mouth again, bruising his lips. When he 
started to curse again, speeding up his hip thrusts, Theo 
pressed his fingers in as deeply as he could, feeling the 
spasm around his knuckles start before he tasted the bitter, 
metallic salt of Ben’s hot release. 

Alone in his study in the home they had shared for 
nearly ten years, Theo shut his eyes and was back in the 
dark archive room with the man he didn’t want to let go. His 
hand stroked and pulled out his solitary orgasm, but it was a 
bittersweet and fleeting feeling, like trying to hold onto 
smoke. 

Like trying to kiss a ghost. 

He sat in the dark for a little while longer, then slowly 
dried his eyes. 

After cleaning himself up, he turned on all the lights in 
the apartment. Every single one. Then he switched on the 
PC monitor and finished his e-mail to Peter. 

He agreed that things would probably be fine, but just to 
be certain he would talk to the interns on Monday. He 
needed to be sure that Evan was okay; he owed that much 
to his father. Then he would talk to Joel, and he wouldn't let 
himself be distracted. Distraction was one of Joel’s skills, but 
he had to learn to be professional. 

If he couldn’t, Theo would have to let him go. 

It was better, Theo wrote, to make sure that things were 
completely clear right from the outset. That way, 
expectations could be managed. While he was on the 
subject of expectations, Theo typed quickly, explaining that 
he’d had time to think about what happened between them 
—between him and Peter—and it probably wouldn’t happen 
again. It wouldn’t be fair to either of them. He wrote that he 
hoped they could stay friends. 

He wasn’t ready to let Ben go. He had no clue when he 
would be. Most of all, he didn’t want to. 

Not now. 


Not yet. 
Theo pressed send, then turned out all the lights. 


He was crossing the street, heading back to his car after 
completing Saturday morning errands—dry_ cleaning, 
groceries, post office—when a hand grabbed at his elbow 
from behind. If it hadn’t been for the cheerful “Mr. de Luca!” 
which accompanied the yank to his arm, Theo might have 
reacted physically. Instead, being called by Ben’s surname 
made him catch his breath. 

He hadn’t been called Mr. de Luca for so long. 

Too long. 

As their years together passed they’d found it easier to 
avoid confusion—and Lordy, some people confused easily— 
by assuming each other’s surname from time to time. Ben 
was often home during the day, organizing the import 
business he ran with his brother via the Internet, so often 
dealt with deliveries or bureaucracy. He soon discovered 
that answering to “Mr. Anderson” made some transactions 
so much simpler. 

Conversely, when they were out shopping together, the 
specialty store owners that Ben came to know so well grew 
to treat them like any other married couple. In Ben’s 
weekend world of herbs and spices they were known as the 
de Lucas. Secretly, Theo thought that Theo de Luca sounded 
so much better than boring and dependable Theo Anderson. 
Yes, to his thinking Theo de Luca sounded like a man of the 
world, and somewhat exotic. In reality, Theo Anderson was a 
middle manager for a Seattle-based company who had held 
variations of the same position—slowly advancing up the 
pay scale—for nearly fifteen years. 

The only exotic thing he had ever managed was 
standing—transfixed—as almost certain death had hurtled 
toward him in the middle of a busy Milan street. He’d gone 


away on a rare spur-of-the-moment trip and came home 
with an amazing, beautiful creature who thought he made 
the sun rise and set. Dependable—boring even—on the 
outside, Theo de Luca was his other side: the dark side of 
his moon that he hadn’t even realized existed until Ben took 
over his life. 

He turned to face the breathless man who still gripped 
his elbow, forcing a smile. Theo could almost predict what 
was going to happen next. 

“Mr. de Luca! It’s so good to see you! Where have you 
been hiding?” 

Theo shrugged and smiled a little, waiting for the next 
question. 

“Where is the other Mr. de Luca today? We have the first 
pressing already; we’ve had it for weeks! We expected to 
see him long before now. | hope it was okay to set aside his 
usual order....” 

Theo stared at the sidewalk and gritted his teeth 
momentarily. He guessed what was coming next. 

“Is... is everything okay, Mr. de Luca?” 

As Theo raised his eyes to meet those of the man who 
imported the extra-virgin olive oil that Ben used, he noticed 
his wife standing right behind him. He saw from her 
expression that she realized her husband had asked a 
difficult question. He nodded in gratitude as she pulled her 
husband away, explaining that there was a customer 
waiting on the store telephone, making an excuse to shuffle 
him away. 

Sagging, wishing he’d just washed his own fucking shirts 
instead of calling into the dry cleaners, Theo walked blindly 
across First Avenue toward Cherry Street. His next stop was 
the bookshop to cancel their fucking incessant invitations to 
murder-mystery readings. That was Ben’s thing, not his. 
Finding out that the butler did it held zero interest for Theo. 


He couldn’t count how many times he’d drifted off in 
movie theaters, or while watching terrible—in Theo’s opinion 
—amateur productions of Agatha Christie stories. He soon 
figured out that he didn’t really need to watch them at all, 
as Ben would recount every single plot point all the way 
home, sometimes even continuing while they were in bed. 

Theo snapped once after unwittingly agreeing to watch 
a movie, only to find out that it was a more recent version of 
a DVD they’d watched just a few days before. The thought 
of sitting, Surrounded by strangers, with all their candy- 
wrapper rustling and incessant coughing, after a too-long 
day at work, made Theo uncharacteristically tetchy. 

He’d been unable to keep his temper to himself, hissing 
almost as he said, “For fuck’s sake Ben, you know what’s 
going to happen. You know!” He couldn’t bear to sit through 
the performance, stalking out instead to pace up and down 
the sidewalk outside the theater for what felt like hours. 
When Ben eventually came out, he went to hail a cab, then 
jumped with surprise when Theo put his hand on his 
Shoulder. He’d hugged Theo quickly, scanning his face 
before asking, “What are you still doing here, tesoro? You 
must be chilled to the bone.” He hadn’t criticized Theo for 
leaving early or for spoiling his evening with his bad mood. 
While he drove them home, he apologized instead to Theo, 
explaining that he couldn’t resist the lure of a good story. 

“But you knew what the ending would be. You knew they 
were all going to die.” Theo couldn’t get his head around 
Ben’s compulsion to revisit the same plot over and over 
again. 

“Ah, we all die in the end.” Ben paused, struggling 
momentarily before continuing, eyebrows raised as he 
questioned his word choices. “But sometimes the cast is 
compelling enough to make living through loss—twice— 
worth it. Besides, different actors bring a little of themselves 
to their roles. It can still be a great story, even with 


unfamiliar faces, no?” Ben had looked across at Theo, his 
dark eyes shining—unbearably handsome. 

“Think about it, baby. If you enjoy an experience once, 
why wouldn’t you want to feel the same way over and over 
and over? So what if you know how things will turn out? So 
what?” He’d banged the steering wheel with the heel of his 
palm before reaching over and squeezing Theo’s leg. 

Theo remembered then how hot Ben’s palm had felt, 
even through the fabric of his pants. He’d shivered—it had 
been cold outside the theater—and Ben had driven a little 
faster. Later, in their steam-filled shower, Ben had kissed 
Theo, one soapy hand wrapping around his cock, stroking 
him to the straining point before backing away. 

“Oh, so sorry! We both know what will happen if | 
continue. No point doing the same thing over and over....” 
His laugh had been muffled against Theo’s mouth. 

Walking into the bookstore, which was full of different 
versions of similar mystery stories, Theo guessed that he 
still didn’t truly get it. He just knew that if he could live that 
evening again, he’d sit through the same movie without 
complaining, even though he knew what the end would 
bring. 

He’d sit next to Ben and hold his hand if he could. 

Or just look at his own de Luca for a while as he 
watched the show, face lit, dimples deepening with 
enjoyment. 

Instead, he talked with the store clerk and had Ben's 
name removed from their mailing list. Watching the cursor 
blink across the screen as his name was deleted was so 
much worse than sitting through the same movie twice. 

So much worse. 


THEO was exhausted by the time he returned home laden 
with dry cleaning and groceries. He fumbled awkwardly for 


his keys, then kicked the front door closed behind him with 
more force than usual. Dumping his load on the kitchen 
counter, he guessed that maybe a morning of explaining 
why he was canceling memberships wasn’t ever going to be 
fun. He’d known before he even left the apartment. 

He told himself that it was for the best. The sooner he 
closed down these areas of their old life the sooner.... 

Theo slumped onto a stool. 

He didn’t want to move on. 

He didn’t. 

He wouldn't. 

Not today. 

Especially not today. 

Eyes burning, he scanned the kitchen for something— 
anything—to focus on. The red blink of the answering 
machine had him reaching over the counter before he could 
get sucked into dwelling again. When he heard Maggie’s 
voice he called her back right away. 

“Hey.” 

That was all Maggie needed to hear. Theo listened to 
her sigh and mentally shook his head at himself. Maggie 
didn’t need a weekend dose of him on a downer. She’d 
already had more than enough of that at the office over the 
last year. 

“Sorry, Mags. How are you? What can I help you with?” 

“Maybe this isn’t a good time....” He heard the 
hesitation in her voice. 

“Hit me with it.” Theo thought the day couldn’t go any 
further downhill. 

“We're buying a playhouse for Janie’s birthday. Mike’s 
mom is watching the kids so we can go get it and then 
unload it into the garage without them seeing when we get 
home.” Theo had no clue what Maggie’s gift shopping had 
to do with him. 


“Do you need me to pick up the kids later? They could 
come watch a DVD here. We could make popcorn.” Theo 
walked through to the living room, assigning new spots to 
fragile treasures Ben had brought back from their travels. 

“It’s not that....” She hesitated, making Theo stop mid- 
relocation. 

“What’s up, Maggie. Come on, spit it out already.” He 
was worried now. Maggie always said what she thought. 
Maybe she was worried about spending money on birthday 
gifts after all the job cuts. 

“This playhouse is huge, Theo. It comes in lots of pieces, 
and it’s going to take up a lot of room in the garage. I’m 
sorry to ask you to move your stuff, but we really need the 
space.” 

“No, no, it’s okay.” Theo slumped down onto the couch, 
hand in his hair. 

Fuck. 

He’d already liked Maggie a great deal before Ben died. 
She’d worked with him for a month, learning his little ways 
while he learned hers. After... well, afterward he’d relied on 
her without really realizing just how hard he’d leaned. She 
needed the storage space in her garage back. The space 
She hadn’t even discussed with him as she boxed up Ben’s 
clothes. The space that Theo had half forgotten he had 
taken up in her home. 

Walking through their apartment, Theo gathered his 
keys and coat as he told his assistant that he’d be right 
over, telling himself that he might as well have a full day of 
shitty things to do. He’d been dreading the day for weeks 
anyhow; at least this gave it a focus. He stopped for a cup of 
coffee with her husband, Mike, while Maggie searched online 
for a shelter that might appreciate men’s clothing. Theo 
could just about cope with that idea. It wasn’t like he’d ever 
see anyone wearing Ben’s things, and he knew Ben would 
have freaked if Theo had thrown everything away. 


Watching as she googled, then placed a call to a shelter 
on the other side of the city, Theo considered taking 
everything home with him. He could spend the evening 
folding soft sweaters and neatly paired socks back into the 
empty drawers that waited for them. 

Maggie’s hand on his bowed head was soothing. 

“I’m sorry, Theo. This really isn’t a great weekend for 
doing this, is it?” 

He shook his head. 

“Can | help?” 

He shook his head again. He was going to have to get 
through Ben’s birthday every year. He might as well do 
something productive, something he would approve of. He 
knew that was right, but still he turned his overloaded car 
for home before swearing at himself and making a U-turn. 

Theo drove to the shelter in silence. 

It was exactly as he’d expected: grim, dilapidated, 
miserable. Theo shuttled between his car and the shelter 
office, passing over boxes of clothes made of linen and 
cashmere, as well as of denim and cotton. He moved 
quickly, the smell of neglect and disinfectant making him 
doubt all over again whether he was doing the right thing. 

The people behind the counter were pleasant. They 
didn’t ask the reason for the donation. It was obvious, he 
figured, as one of them shook out a pair of stylish slacks— 
what Ben called disco pants: tight in the ass but with plenty 
of room for an erection—that the clothes weren’t his. He 
was much taller and broader than Ben had been. 

Theo couldn’t help noticing that the younger of the 
helpers had a nasty looking pair of black eyes. In fact the 
whole right side of his face was a dull, swollen rainbow that 
ranged from deep purple to pale green. His gaze skittered 
away as the man glanced up. 


A staff member looked through Theo’s donation as he 
brought in the last pile of jackets and coats, expressing 
delight that he’d brought numerous scarves and pairs of 
gloves also. He guessed it was the time of year that their 
patrons would get the most use from them. When the 
banged-up dude bent to pick up a box, his T-shirt rode up, 
revealing more bruising—muted firework bursts—at the 
base of his spine. Lips tightening, Theo thought to himself 
that maybe this wasn’t the safest of locations to work. 

For a while he talked with the man who documented his 
donation, wanting more than anything to grab everything 
back and stuff it into his car again. He couldn’t help holding 
onto one striped scarf. He couldn’t let it go, couldn’t make 
himself leave it in this depressing gray place of utter 
hopelessness. When he heard a loud gale of laughter ring 
out, he jumped. 

Smiling, shrugging, the man behind the counter rolled 
his eyes. He explained that they usually only opened at 
night, but during the weekend they had access to more 
volunteers so could open their doors all day. Theo hadn’t 
ever considered what hobos did with their time. 

When the laughter rang out again, he turned toward the 
sound. 

“Come and see for yourself.” 

Theo followed the man along a corridor into what looked 
like a large break room. There were old couches and 
armchairs, along with mismatched coffee tables, at one end 
of the room. Nearly every seat had an occupant. At the far 
end of the room some dining tables were arranged into a U 
configuration. 

Theo noticed again that most seats were taken, and that 
several men stood inside the U watching whoever sat at the 
head of the table. This time the laughter didn’t make him 
jump. He smiled instead as he watched men enjoying what 
looked from the side to be a fast game of Chase the Ace. 


His dad had introduced him to the game after they’d 
visited a fair. AS a six-year-old boy he’d been transfixed by 
the cardsharp’s fast-moving hands, certain that he knew 
exactly where the ace of spades would be. Every single time 
he’d guessed wrong. For weeks afterward he had tortured 
his mom, getting her to sit with him for hours while he 
practiced his card skills. In the end she and his dad had 
carefully cut down a pack of cards to fit his too-small hands. 

He stood in the doorway, shaking his head at the offer 
of a cup of coffee, watching the dealer’s hands move in a 
blur. A phone rang somewhere, and the man who was 
showing him around excused himself for a moment. When 
the dealer stood, fists pumping in victory as he successfully 
fooled his audience again, Theo realized that he’d been 
watching his intern, Joel. He stepped back a little into the 
dim hallway as Joel sat again, shuffling his deck. 

The low hum of chat in the room was good natured, the 
atmosphere relaxed, right up until the shouting started. 

Two dudes started wrestling over what looked like a 
bundle of garbage. Joel was in the middle of their altercation 
within seconds. Theo stepped forward without thinking. His 
intern was built, but the two men he held apart were 
punching wildly. Before he took another step, a firm hand 
grabbed his forearm, yanking him back. 

“We've got this.” 

Theo wasn’t convinced that the banged-up dude from 
the office would be much help. It wasn’t that he was small— 
he was as tall as Theo—he just looked too slim to have 
much strength. Theo stepped forward again only to be met 
with a palm flat against his chest. 

“Back off, buddy.” The man spoke with such conviction 
that Theo did step back, nodding as wide dark eyes held his 
gaze. Under all those bruises he saw steely determination 
on a relatively young face. He certainly sounded much older 
than he looked. 


In what seemed like seconds, the man who stopped him 
had his arm around one of the fighters, steering him out of 
the room. He shuffled the man past Theo, stopping to get a 
better grip as the homeless dude flailed, wanting to get 
back to his argument. In the struggle, the staffer’s head 
turned sharply, long dark hair flying out, catching the side of 
Theo’s face. He had control of the situation again 
immediately. 

“Thanks for wanting to help.” His voice was calm even 
as the man with him tried to struggle away again. Theo 
nodded, swallowing, still feeling the silk-whip of his hair 
against his cheek. He looked back into the room in time to 
see Joel urge the other participant toward a vacant pair of 
armchairs. Hugging his bundle fiercely, the other homeless 
man was all indignation and barely restrained aggression. 
Joel took it all in his stride. He nodded as the man unloaded 
his anger on him. Theo was almost breathless as he 
watched his office idiot—breaker of all things mechanical— 
calm and soothe the person he listened to. 

He might be all restless tension and lovesick foolishness 
at the office, but here with this group of volatile, troubled 
men, Joel was calm and patient. 

At work, he never stopped talking. 

Here, he sat and listened intently, nodding or shaking 
his head, leaning in, paying careful attention. It was like 
watching a stranger. Another of the homeless men pushed 
past Theo on his way out of the room, trailing an invisible 
cloud of acrid urine odor, making his nose wrinkle. What on 
earth, Theo wondered, would make a young man—any 
young men—choose to spend their weekends here? He 
remembered Joel’s warm hands pushing the pain right out of 
his back, and the way he followed Evan’s movements 
around the office as if he couldn’t make himself look away. 

Maybe he’d been a little hasty in his judgment. 

Maybe there was more to the kid than raging hormones. 


He left without saying goodbye, stopping at the desk 
where the older staffer was still on the phone, nodding and 
smiling as Theo folded Ben’s striped scarf carefully before 
placing it on the counter next to his other clothes. He almost 
made it back to his car before he swung around quickly, 
returning to the office to empty his wallet of cash, folding 
bills into the hand of the surprised staffer. 

Ben had always been a soft touch when it came to 
people down on their luck, shrugging at Theo’s rolling eyes 
as he spared change for anyone who asked. He could almost 
hear his man’s rumble of approval as he finally headed 
home. He thought about it as he booted up his laptop later, 
trying not to dwell on previous birthdays he’d spent with 
Ben. Instead he logged into chat, then read the politics 
forum for a while, but he had trouble focusing. 

Taking the laptop to bed with him, he tried to read 
again, but he kept losing the thread as his jaw cracked with 
huge yawns. The whole day had exhausted him. 

His eyes were drooping when he heard the ping of an 
incoming chat message. 

MORGAN: Are you there? 


CHAPTER. 
Mine 


THEO hesitated about talking to the interns when he got to 
work on Monday morning. His e-mail conversation with 
Peter, coupled with the events of the weekend, made him 
wonder if he should lighten up a little. Joel had shown 
empathy and maturity at the homeless shelter, so he 
figured he’d probably pick up on any negative vibes from 
Evan if he pushed too far. 

Evan was already at work when Theo opened the office 
door, tetchy after an abortive early morning gym session. 
He’d taken things slowly—a short walk on the treadmill 
followed by a little light stretching—but still had to stop after 
too short a time. As the hot water of the shower thundered 
down across Theo’s shoulders, he considered writing 
massage therapy into Joel’s intern duties. 

Aching back warning him to quit while he was ahead, 
he’d shrugged into his clothes, then headed into work, 
hoping for a stress-free day. 

Evan’s smile looked genuine enough when he walked 
into the office. He certainly seemed settled and calm, his 
desk already neatly arranged for another busy day of 
sorting papers. If anything, he looked as if he should be 
sitting behind Theo’s desk. Evan’s business suit—charcoal 
gray, coupled with a crisp white shirt and restrained silk tie 
—looked so much better than his own. Some people just had 
it when it came to clothes, Theo guessed. He honestly had 
no idea why he didn’t see minor details like whether his 
shirt went with his jacket. That was the sort of shit Ben used 


to catch for him. Hell, if Theo had his way, every day would 
be casual Friday. 

It amused him that Evan took dressing for work so very 
seriously while Joel looked as if he’d spent the previous 
night rocking out at a concert. He’d been quick to accept 
the relaxation of the normal rules for business attire that 
was extended to the interns. Theo had caught the tail end of 
a break-room conversation between Joel and one of the 
other business-major interns. They’d been reminiscing 
about a concert they’d both attended before they knew 
each other, realizing their connection only when the other 
kid had come to work wearing a band T-shirt listing stadium 
tour dates. 

One moment Joel had been animatedly discussing the 
set they’d heard; the next he’d been describing the garbage 
—a complete sea of plastic cups and bottles—left behind by 
the concertgoers. Was it so hard to take your shit home with 
you, he’d asked. The other dude had just shrugged, going 
on to talk more about the music, but Joel’s words had stayed 
with Theo. He’d made a mental note to add it to his list of 
things to debate with Morgan, if he ever got back online, 
that is. 

His relief—like a breath held too long, then sharply 
released—when Morgan reappeared late Saturday night had 
made Theo snippy. 

THEO: Yes, I’m here. My chat light is green. From the 
little | understand about the Internet that means I’m 
available to talk. 

MORGAN: I'm sorry. 

THEO: Why didn’t you return my pings? You were online. 

MORGAN: I couldn't. 

THEO: If | offended you somehow, just tell me. Ignoring 
me for so fucking long seems a little harsh. 

Theo pulled his laptop up onto his stomach as he lay in 
bed, hands shaking a little. He couldn’t remember eating 


dinner, and it had been a draining day. He wondered if he 
Should cut his losses and log off before he lost his cool 
completely. 

Now that he knew Morgan was truly online, the 
persistent thoughts that nipped at his ankles since he’d 
gone silent—he wasn’t a real friend, you spilled your guts to 
a virtual stranger—washed over him. He felt a little dumb 
for worrying about someone who thought nothing of 
dropping off the face of the earth. He switched on his 
nightstand light so he could see to type more easily, 
annoyance ebbing a little as a wave of relief rushed in to 
replace it. He’d had to quell his other thoughts—he’s hurt, 
he’s sick, he’s dead—when Morgan had left his chats and e- 
mails unanswered. 

Morgan owed Theo nothing, he guessed. 

It was just so fucking rude and thoughtless—cruel even 
—to stop talking after you’d spent weeks in each other’s 
heads. That was Theo’s perspective, anyway. The longer 
they chatted together, the more Morgan had become part of 
Theo’s daily life. Their chats had certainly filled his time, so 
when Morgan suddenly cut off contact, he’d shoved Theo 
right back into the deep loneliness of the previous twelve 
months. 

Morgan didn’t respond. 

THEO: It’s just rude, Morgan. | wondered what was up. 

THEO: | worried. 

He stared at the screen, blinking. 

Morgan still didn’t reply. 

Eyes scanning to the right, Theo’s glance fell on his 
unread mail folder. He opened it for the first time in too 
many months, even though facing the contents made him 
feel a little sick. Instead of replying to his and Ben’s friends’ 
messages of concern, he’d shoved them into a folder 
without ever reading them. 


Rude, cruel, and thoughtless were just some of the 
words that came to mind as he clicked on messages from 
old friends. They described his actions perfectly. 


Hey, Theo, we were playing cards tonight 
with the gang. We miss your mad shuffling 
Skills! 

Hi, Theo, we thought about you today. SF 
Pride won’t be the same without you both 
here this year. Miss you. 

Hey. We're skiing again this winter. I’m 
arranging the accommodation right now! 
Are you coming? Say yes! We all had such a 
blast last time. Who knew a hot tub full of 
nearly naked men in the snow could be so 
much fun? Anyhow, hope to hear from you 
soon, Theo. 


He read the most recently received message—We ate 
cake today for Ben’s birthday. Hope you did too, Theo. We’re 
still here, buddy—and messaged Morgan again. 

THEO: I’ve cut people off before, Morgan. | regret it now. 

He sat in silence, then typed a quick reply to his friend’s 
latest message, wondering to himself why on earth they’d 
persisted in reaching out for so long—a year already—while 
he’d been locked up in his own head. Then he looked at the 
messages he’d typed to Morgan. They read as if Morgan 
owed him an explanation, when in reality sometimes life just 
got in the way. 

THEO: I’m sorry. | was worried, but I’m relieved you are 
Okay. 

THEO: You are okay, right? 

THEO: Come on. People are WRONG on the forum. | 
could do with a little help. ;) 


Minutes passed. Theo replied to a few more e-mails, 
delighted and a little ashamed when he quickly received two 
very forgiving replies from friends he’d avoided for far too 
long. He was just about to log out when his chat box 
blinked. 

MORGAN: I broke up with my boyfriend. 


THEO made it to 4:00 p.m. on Monday before calling Joel into 
his office. He sat behind his desk, fingertips rubbing circles 
into his temples, trying to stave off what felt very much like 
an incoming migraine. When he heard Joel’s firm knock, he 
called him in, then asked him to take a seat. 

“What’s up, boss?” 

Joel looked at him with such an open, interested 
expression that Theo found it hard to know where to begin. 
Despite intending to let things slide, Theo had ended up 
spending the whole day thinking about Evan. 

What started as an early morning discussion with his 
blond intern about how he was settling in to the office had 
led to something of an adventure. The more Theo thought 
about it, the more certain he was that Evan needed a place 
where he could just be. Evan had smiled all morning, and 
frankly, Theo thought the kid could do with a little more 
contentment and a lot less pressure in his life. 

Joel, on the other hand, was all barely restrained 
passion. Theo could see it in the way he could hardly 
concentrate on simple tasks, or keep his eyes off the blond 
man at the adjacent desk. He bore no relation to the calm 
man he’d observed talking down a man teetering on the 
edge of violence at the homeless shelter. Joel was a 
complete contradiction. At least Evan seemed a little more 
straightforward, and Theo had been glad to find him in the 
office early and alone. Instead of straight out asking if he 


was bothered by Joel’s enthusiastic crushing, Theo tried to 
edge around the subject. 

Their conversation had started well enough. Evan 
accepted his compliment about his suit and mentioned that 
he got what he called sweet deals by working weekends at 
his brother’s store. He imported clothes, so Evan took full 
advantage of buying wholesale. They discussed that for a 
while as Theo knew a great deal about the frustrations of 
running a business that relied upon imports. Ben at least 
had had his brothers in Italy to deal with hold-ups at that 
end. Evan’s brother had no one to help him. 

While they talked, Evan took a list of outstanding 
requests into the archive room and started delving into 
boxes for the paperwork he needed. Theo turned the list 
toward him and moved to pull down a box of receipts also. 

“Hey, I’ve got this.” Evan had sounded shocked at 
Theo’s assistance. 

“It’s no problem. | quite like doing something mindless 
from time to time.” At Evan’s silence Theo revisited his 
words, saying, “Not that this isn’t important. It’s very 
necessary work—vital even.” When Evan laughed, Theo 
stared for a while. He couldn’t help it. 

Evan’s smile was wide, and his eyes were bright as he 
shook his head. He looked like a different person from the 
sharp-edged, watchful young man of his first few office 
days. “You don’t have to pretend this isn’t boring. | figured 
that out before you hired me.” He snorted a little, then 
shook his head again before adding, “It’s only a few months, 
right? At least there’s plenty to keep my brain engaged here 
while | get covered in dust and paper cuts.” 

Theo wondered then if he’d been mistaken. Maybe Evan 
was well aware of Joel’s interest already and found his 
attention stimulating. He wasn’t sure if that was better or 
worse than Joel’s interest being unwanted or unnoticed. But 
when Evan started talking about the architecture of the 


building, rather than an office romance, he found himself 
smiling too. 

“See, it’s all around you here if you just look beyond the 
office walls.” Evan pointed toward the archive room ceiling, 
something Theo hadn’t ever spent a great deal of time 
staring at. A momentary flashback of Ben kneeling over him 
in the dark made Theo gasp. When Evan said, “Yeah, it gets 
me that way too,” Theo blinked, then took in the way Evan 
stared, smiling, at the ceiling. 

“Wow.” How had he never noticed in all his years 
working there that the molding around the ceiling edges 
was made up of what looked like tiny stylized plaster roses? 

Evan smiled brightly, pleased. “See how this wall must 
have been added much later?” he indicated where a rose 
had been bisected by the angle of the wall which divided 
the storage space from the office. “And—” He climbed the 
stepladder he used when Joel wasn’t around to pull down 
boxes from the highest shelves. “—you can feel the 
difference.” Theo watched as he ran his fingers over one of 
the flowers. 

“You need to feel it for yourself.” Evan prodded and 
poked Theo until he climbed too, unable to refuse in the 
face of such enthusiasm. 

“Wow, you're right,” Theo ran the tips of his fingers 
around the plasterwork roses. They felt silky, almost as if 
they’d been painted. 

“Now feel the wall right there. Close your eyes and do 
it.” Following Evan’s instructions, even though closing his 
eyes in the archive room made him feel breathless, Theo 
felt the difference between the finishes. 

“This feels so rough in comparison, but—” He opened 
his eyes before concluding. “—but it looks completely 
smooth.” 

“That’s nothing. Honestly, this building is full of 
examples of the Art Deco style, but most of it has been 


wrecked. These roses aren’t strictly appropriate to the age 
of the building. They’re based on designs by Charles Rennie 
Mackintosh. | started noticing it the first time | came to the 
office with Dad. You can see and feel the difference in the 
craftsmanship. It’s amazing, isn’t it?” 

Maybe Theo looked a little dubious. What would a punk 
of a kid have noticed or known about 1930s architecture? 
Evan's face had tightened again. “It’s true.” 

Noticing the way Evan shut down so quickly, Theo 
backpedaled wildly, asking how he’d become such an 
expert. 

“The SAM’s free for kids. I’d be waiting for the doors to 
open every chance | could sneak out of the group home. 
They’d have to kick me out at closing, if | could get away 
with staying that long. Some of the docents would share 
their lunches and tell me about stuff.” Theo knew the 
Seattle Art Museum well enough. He’d attended evening 
exhibits and parties held there many times with Ben. 

Evan’s gray eyes—silver, Theo thought, they’re silver 
when he’s happy—were wide, and he nodded as he spoke. 
“You know the SAM was originally established in the ’30s? | 
bet it was full of Art Deco back then. This building is the 
same age; there are clues all over it.” 

Theo watched as Evan pulled out the last of the papers 
on his list, then tidied the area before heading out into the 
main office again. During their archive-room chat, the rest of 
the team had arrived. The office was busy, noisy, full of life. 
For the first Friday in weeks it seemed like a normal day at 
work. The tension levels of the past few weeks had been 
high on Fridays as people waited for the axe to fall again. 

When Joel’s plaintive “Evan!” rang out from the 
direction of the copier, Evan turned to go. 

Theo’s hand on his shoulder made the smaller man 
flinch. He felt terrible then. His father, David, had explained 
that Evan experienced some hard times before he was 


placed with them. He hated to think what that might have 
meant. As Evan turned back toward him, he apologized, 
then said, “Let Joel try to figure out the copier himself. Come 
and show me what else I’ve failed to notice that’s been right 
in front of my face for the last fifteen years.” 

They spent the next quarter hour on an impromptu tour 
of the office, including the reception area and elevator. At 
one point they crossed the street and surveyed the front of 
the building, much to Maggie’s amusement as she waved 
down at them. 

“I guess | just don’t notice things at all.” Theo sounded 
annoyed with himself, but Evan laughed again. 

“Oh, you need to be a real obsessive to look out for 
things like this. | love discovering what people left behind, or 
decided was out of date or ugly. Someone here must have 
looked up at the roses around the ceiling one day and 
decided that they made the space look dated. Honestly, the 
things that were done to classic architectural features, 
inside and outside buildings, in the sixties....” He shuddered. 

They crossed the street again, heading back. It was 9 
a.m. already. Work would be mounting up. When the smaller 
man spoke again, Theo bent to listen. “You should stop me. | 
could talk about this shit all day.” 

“No, no, it’s fascinating.” Ben would have loved Evan’s 
tour. Loved it. 

“Really?” Evan sounded surprised, delighted even. 
“Aiden doesn’t have time to come to exhibits, and Mom, 
well, she thinks | should be studying something....” He 
struggled for the right word. “Manly.” 

“Architecture isn’t manly?” Theo was baffled. “How’s 
that, exactly,” he asked. 

“Well, | guess if | was into construction—surveying, 
maybe—she could dig it. But I’m more interested in 
features. | like the idea of making spaces for people that 
inspire rather than restrict. You know, like beautiful stuff 


around the edges of an office rather than....” He gestured as 
they stood in the building’s lobby, which gleamed with 
stainless steel and glass, all sharp edges and high-gloss 
finish. 

“So, how do you feel about cubicles?” Theo was only 
half joking as he asked. Evan’s shudder was enough of an 
answer. 

“Nope, | don’t like them. | don’t like the look or the way 
walking into an office filled with them makes me feel, but | 
can see that they’re practical. That’s what Mom is all about: 
choosing practical options, fitting in. That kind of thing.” 
Theo remembered Evan’s father coming into work gray- 
faced during Evan’s first year with them. He had so many 
fights at school, refusing to fit in. It was interesting to see 
that he was still quietly rebelling; only now, doing so 
obviously caused him some distress. 

“I think you might have been right about my mom. She 
hasn’t stopped talking about looking for a position here after 
I’m done with college. | don’t know how many more ways 
she can find to say ‘ask for a job’. Maybe | shouldn’t have 
applied.” He pushed back his too-long bangs, looking 
irritated. “I thought it might help her, but it’s just made her 
even worse. She can’t see any value in what | like.” His 
whole body sagged. 

Theo thought desperately for a minute, looking around 
for some inspiration to make Evan smile again. He hadn’t 
intended to put the kid on a downer, and he hadn’t even 
managed to talk to him about Joel yet. As the elevator 
pinged he had a flash of inspiration. 

“How are you with heights?” 

It only took a quick conversation and the promise of 
some free tax advice to get the master key from the janitor. 
While Evan blinked and frowned, Theo herded him into the 
elevator and pushed the button for the top floor. Then he 
encouraged Evan to get out before inserting the key into the 


control panel. With one turn the elevator started to descend 
Slowly while the doors remained open. 

“What the....” Evan looked at Theo like he was crazy as 
he stopped the elevator so that its roof was level with the 
floor they stood on. 

“Come on. It’s safe. | promise.” Theo stepped onto the 
top of the elevator, then turned back and barked out a laugh 
at the look of horror on Evan's face. 

“They make movies about this shit. There is no way in 
hell I’m standing on the roof of an elevator.” He crossed his 
arms. Theo thought Evan looked around sixteen years old 
right then, rather than twenty-one. 

“What if | promise you a sight that will make the archive 
room moldings look pitiful?” He stared Evan out, watching 
as the younger man chewed on the inside of his cheek. 
“Look, the elevator repair guy showed this to me once. I'd 
forgotten all about it until today. Come see; you won’t be 
disappointed.” 

That had been an interesting day at the office, Theo 
remembered. He had always loved fairground rides, making 
his poor dad sit through them all, over and over and over. A 
chance to go on an elevator-roof ride when he’d first started 
at the office seemed like a gift compared to endless 
columns of numbers. 

“Come on. What’s the worst that could happen?” 

Evan’s laugh was sudden and welcome. “We plunge to 
our deaths? | don’t know. | think you’re crazy!” He stepped 
forward anyway, standing next to Theo. 

“See? Nothing to worry about.” Theo set the elevator in 
motion, the sudden lurch making Evan grab at his arm 
before letting go, apologizing and flustered. He tried to 
reassure him. “It’s fine, Evan. It’s cool.” 

As the elevator descended Evan hung on again. 

Theo stopped the elevator between floors. It was dim 
but not completely dark, and at each level there was a lamp 


that the elevator engineer used to check that the rails and 
cables were up to code. Taking the nearest lamp, Theo 
switched it on and bent a little. “Look.” 

Evan bent too. 

“Holy shit.” 

Theo smiled at Evan’s flustered apology for cursing. His 
excitement left him giddy, hanging onto Theo’s arm as he 
leaned as far as he could, holding up the lamp so that it 
illuminated the plaster ceiling moldings, which extended for 
as far as he could see. They’d been hidden by the false 
ceilings put up in the sixties and seventies and were 
perfectly preserved, if somewhat yellowed. 

“Everyone smoked back then,” Evan explained. “It’s one 
of the problems with preserving original features. 
Environmental factors like pollution eat away at the fabric of 
things. But wow, just... wow. These are different to the ones 
on our floor.” He took some pictures with his cell phone. 

“Hold on tight,” Theo said as the elevator descended 
another floor. This time Evan was silent. 

After taking some more photos, he turned to Theo, his 
eyes shining, his voice rough. “Thanks. Just... thanks.” 

They rode back to the top floor, stepped out while Theo 
removed the master key, then rode back down to their office 
floor. Before they left the hallway, Theo tried to think of a 
way to raise the subject of Joel again, but Maggie appeared, 
tapping her watch and motioning for him to come and take 
a call. 

He sat in his office for the rest of the morning, covertly 
watching his interns through the slats in his blinds as he 
took call after call. Joel got on with his work but kept coming 
to stand near Evan’s desk, as if he were magnetized and 
Evan was his lodestone. Evan got on with his work 
conscientiously, oblivious to the taller man’s attention. For 
once he looked completely relaxed and content, his eyes 
often unfocused as he stared into the middle distance 


during breaks. In comparison, Joel looked completely 
miserable, hands clenching and unclenching as he hovered 
nearby. 

He really had it bad. 

Theo watched as Joel tried to engage Evan in 
conversation repeatedly, only to either be ignored or half 
listened to as the blond man’s eyes kept rising 
unconsciously to the ceiling. Theo could imagine what he 
was picturing. 

Honestly, he felt so badly for Evan. His mother needed 
to let him be. The moment that thought crossed Theo’s 
mind, he felt a little guilty. She probably just wanted her 
boys to have comfortable, steady lives. He knew that his 
own parents had been beyond delighted when he chose his 
major, and then took the first job he was offered back in 
Seattle. 

When he was a kid, he’d wanted to be a cowboy so 
badly, but his parents had just gently played those 
ambitions down. They hadn’t completely rained on his 
parade, though, supplying him with endless Wild-West- 
themed books and toys. There was a balance, Theo 
guessed, between support and domination. Looking back, 
his parents had pretty much supported all his decisions. 

Apart from one. 


His conversation with Joel hadn’t gone too well. 

In retrospect, Theo wondered if he could have handled it 
differently. He talked about it later with Morgan. 

THEO: I’ve had better meetings. Just when | think I’ve 
got a handle on managing people, | get reminded that 
people are completely unmanageable. 

MORGAN: It can’t have been that bad, you drama 
queen. 

THEO: Fuck you. It was horrible. 


MORGAN: LOL 

THEO: | don’t know why you bothered to come back. You 
give me ZERO respect. I’m looking for some sympathy here, 
man. 

MORGAN: These are kids getting some work experience, 
right? | doubt they’re serious about too much. 

Theo didn’t agree at all, but without talking about what 
he’d seen at the shelter, he didn’t really know how to 
explain the two sides to Joel’s character to Morgan. He 
didn’t want to discuss what he’d seen there. Telling Morgan 
that he’d been miserable giving away Ben’s belongings, and 
that seeing Joel had helped to give him some perspective 
might seem thoughtless, given that he’d just split with his 
own boyfriend. Besides, while he didn’t mind talking 
generally about the interns, he did want to respect their 
privacy. 

THEO: | don’t know. | just feel for the kid. 

THEO: J has a MONSTER crush on E. 

MORGAN: What does E think about that? 

THEO: He has NO idea. None. 

MORGAN: So what’s the problem? As long as the filing’s 
getting done, it’s all good, right? 

It should be as simple as that. Theo rested his head on 
his pillows and stared at the ceiling for a while. 

Maybe if Evan hadn’t sounded so fucking desperate for 
the intern spot in the first place, none of it would seem so 
complex. If it wasn’t for the fact that interning in the same 
office his father had worked at was the sole reason for his 
application, Theo would just switch him out with an intern in 
another department. He’d done that before. 

He had considered that option with Joel also. Maybe if 
they were in the same building, only on different floors, Joel 
might chill out some. As it was, he’d started his 
conversation with Joel after watching him build himself up to 
asking Evan out all afternoon. 


Maggie pointed out that he had moved on from breaking 
things accidentally-on-purpose to leaving gifts on Evan’s 
desk. He reminded Theo of the cat that belonged to an old 
neighbor of theirs when they lived in a rented house out 
near Miller Park. That cat decided Ben was her soul mate 
and would be waiting on their doormat every night and 
morning, yowling to get in, spending evenings purring loud 
enough to drown out the TV as Ben petted her. 

She had been a pretty little thing, Theo remembered— 
Siamese, with chocolate-colored points—but she was so 
fucking noisy, and when she started bringing Ben gifts, Theo 
put his foot down. There were only so many tiny mice and 
broken birds a man needed to see before breakfast. 

He and Maggie watched from her desk in the main 
office, shaking their heads as Joel slipped a huge chocolate 
Cupcake next to Evan’s mouse pad. Then they grimaced as 
Evan returned to his desk, picked up the cupcake and 
passed it to Heather, saying that chocolate made him 
sneeze. Joel looked as sad as that cat, who would sit outside 
their window, staring mournfully at Ben all fucking night, 
until Theo closed the blinds. 

He’d called Joel in and had a discussion with him about 
professionalism. He didn’t let himself get distracted; he just 
plowed on with his rehearsed speech while Joel sat across 
from him, blinking. 

“I know this is just an internship, but it’s a great 
opportunity to learn how to be businesslike.” 

Joel blinked some more. 

“So, perhaps you could just keep focused on business 
while you’re here. What you do in your own time is up to 
you.” Theo knew what Joel did in his own time, and thought 
it was really something special. The more he thought about 
it, the more he wondered why on earth he did it, especially 
when he remembered the other helper’s bruised face. He 
must have taken one heck of a beating. 


“Okay.” 

That was it. That was all Joel had to say. Theo felt like 
he’d missed an opportunity to clarify what he meant, but 
Joel excused himself right away, face flaming. 

MORGAN: You think too much. 

THEO: Pot, meet kettle. 

MORGAN: He’s a kid, right? He’ll bounce back. 

Theo wasn’t sure. 

Maybe things would have worked out just fine if Theo 
hadn't left the office at the same time as Evan that evening. 
As they’d stepped into the elevator together Evan had been 
flicking his too-long hair out of his eyes again, and Theo had 
reached out to push it to one side. 

Evan smiled up at him as he told him to get a haircut— 
something Theo’s own father used to say all the time—then 
laughed. He asked if Theo would take him on another 
elevator ride if he did, and Theo had laughed too. 

He only saw Joel’s expression—like a dog, kicked by his 
owner—as the elevator doors slid together, separating 
them. 

THEO: | don’t know. | think | gave J the wrong 
impression. 

MORGAN: How? 

THEO: | think he might be under the impression that I’m 
interested in E myself. 

MORGAN: You dirty dog. 

THEO: SHUT UP. 

MORGAN: I’m not going to judge you. You manage that 
shit just fine on your own. 

THEO: There’s nothing to judge. 

MORGAN: | believe you. 

THEO: It’s not funny. He’s half my age. 

MORGAN: And? 


Theo couldn’t even answer. He couldn’t find the words 
to explain how the thought of a relationship with anyone 
younger made him feel. There had only been nine years 
between him and Ben, but that gap had made things 
difficult in ways that were too complex to describe in a chat 
box. He wouldn’t ever want to put someone in a position 
where they lost contact with their family or, even worse, 
leave them bereaved when they should still have had years 
together. 

THEO: Just no. 

Morgan took a while to respond. 

MORGAN: Age is just a number. 

He included a link to a new post on the forum: Do age 
gaps matter in relationships? 

Theo spent the evening reading as forum member after 
forum member said no. 
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Maccıe was the opposite of supportive when Theo told her 
the following morning about his conversation with Joel. 

“So you told him to be professional. That’s it? That was 
the best advice you could come up with, Theo?” 

“Um, yes. That’s about it.” 

“And then he saw you molesting Evan in the elevator?” 
Maggie snorted back laughter at the expression on Theo’s 
face. “Calm down, boss. Let me rephrase.” She drew in a 
breath and tapped her chin, pretending to be lost in 
thought. “You told him to be professional, and then he 
caught you with your hands all over his boy?” 

“Maggie!” 

Theo gripped the edges of his desk, willing his blood 
pressure down as his assistant crossed the room, closing the 
blinds between him and the outer office. 

“You're going to stroke out if you keep trying to deny 
your feelings, Theo.” 

“You want me to write you up, don’t you?” Theo knew 
that any casual observer would define his working 
partnership with Maggie as completely unprofessional. 
They’d crossed the invisible boundary between a working 
relationship and personal friendship a long, long time ago. 

He guessed that back talk in his own office was the 
price he had to pay for all those weekends he’d been 
dragged—helpless and hopeless—from his bed to her home. 
He would sit with her husband, Mike, staring at a game on 
their huge TV while her kids crawled all over him. The only 


concrete reminders he had of those first few months without 
Ben were the photos on her refrigerator of him with her kids 
at softball practice or at the park. 

He only had vague recollections of those hours—all 
those hours—when he stared into space with a plate of 
untouched sandwiches on his lap or rested his cheek on her 
cool kitchen tabletop as she folded his laundry. 

She turned back to him, her grin softening from naughty 
to somewhat sympathetic before she asked, “So, what are 
you going to do about it?” 

“Well, I've put a lot of thought into my plan.” Theo 
straightened his tie. “I’m going to employ some of the best 
corporate strategies I’ve learned over the last decade or so. 
| knew all those wonderful executive training sessions would 
be handy.” They smirked at each other. “I’m planning a day 
of complete avoidance, followed by a good long stretch of 
denial.” 

“Don’t deny your feelings, Theo. It’s okay to be gay.” 
Maggie smiled at him, teasing. 

“I am going to fire you. Just know that you brought it on 
yourself.” Theo put his head in his hands. “I only meant that 
| would deny being interested in anyone | work with, if the 
Subject came up. That’s all. Not that anyone would ever 
take the idea seriously in the first place. I’m hardly prime 
romance material.” 

Maggie collected the papers she had come in for in the 
first place with an exaggerated sigh. She paused at the 
doorway, scrutinizing Theo for a moment before saying, 
“You’re a handsome man, Theo. While | agree that a 
workplace romance isn’t always ideal, don’t be surprised if 
some people here do find you attractive. You’re hardly over 
the hill.” 

She left him to his work, but not before adding, “Do try 
to talk with Joel again. He’s obviously got something on his 
mind today.” 


Once she was gone, Theo got back to work for a while, 
reading a head office e-mail about a “full spectrum 
leadership” training session—whatever that was—before 
Maggie poked her head back in. 

“Yeah, about that situation....”. She waggled her 
eyebrows. Theo found it very hard not to smile. “You might 
want to deal with it today.” Theo crossed to the blinds, 
adjusting the slats so he could see out easily from his desk 
without being too obvious. 

Evan was backing out of the archive room, loaded with 
boxes, ducking under Joel’s outstretched arm as he held the 
heavy fire door open for him. Theo watched with something 
close to relief as Evan looked up the taller man, his 
expression bright and open, patently happy, saying thanks. 
His heart sank as Joel turned away, heading to his desk, his 
face uncharacteristically blank. Behind him, Evan clutched 
his boxes of papers, shifting them to get a better grip as a 
frown slid fleetingly across his face. 

The interns sat at adjacent desks, getting on with their 
tasks in unusual silence. Theo watched as Evan tried to 
engage Joel in conversation a few times before shrugging 
and heading toward the break room on his own. As he 
passed Joel’s desk he placed a hand on his shoulder. Theo 
lip-read as the blond asked if the taller man was feeling 
okay. At Joel’s sharp nod, he carried on walking. 

It was hard to ignore the way Joel’s jaw jutted a little, as 
if he was gritting his teeth, or how the fingers of his right 
hand traveled up his shirtfront to rest where Evan’s had 
touched his shoulder. In his office, Theo sagged back into his 
seat. 

“Damn.” 

The rest of his morning passed in a blur of phone calls 
and meetings. He swung by the break room just after 2 
p.m., looking for food. He’d missed lunch and hated 
venturing into the cafeteria on his own. Even after a year, 


he still remembered the silence that fell the first time he’d 
gone in after losing Ben. It was human nature, he guessed, 
to avoid difficult subjects, and the death of a partner was 
something most people didn’t like to dwell on. He searched 
the kitchen area for food, head full of Ben, before noticing 
that Joel was sitting in the corner. For a tall man, he sure 
could make himself inconspicuous. 

Theo sighed. The half-miserable, half-angry expression 
on the younger man’s face looked all wrong. 

“Have you eaten yet?” Theo asked. Joel shook his head. 

“Come on.” Theo turned, leaving the break room 
without checking to see if Joel was following. He heard his 
footsteps, sounding close behind as they left the carpeted 
office and crossed the tiled lobby. Hesitating for a moment 
at the elevator, Theo stepped to the side and opened the 
door to the stairwell. 

“This way.” 

They descended in silence until they reached the 
second-floor cafeteria. 

“Let’s eat.” 

Theo surveyed the remains of the lunch menu; there 
wasn’t much left. Finally, he chose a chicken-salad bowl, 
along with a bottle of water, then waited at the checkout for 
Joel, who frowned impressively at the choices behind the 
glass. Eventually he made his selection, then insisted that 
he would pay for his own meal. 

They sat at a table near the window, eating in silence 
for a few minutes. 

Joel cracked first. 

“If | didn’t like cheese, I’d be shit out of luck.” 

Theo considered his words for a moment before 
replying. “Do you mean that all the vegetarian options here 
include cheese?” 


“Well, | guess that would be a more professional way to 
phrase it.” 

Theo put down his fork. 

“Joel, | want to talk to you about yesterday.” He stopped 
as Joel shook his head. 

“No need. | get it.” 

Theo didn’t think Joel got it. He thought he was 
completely mistaken, but he picked up his fork and 
continued eating, giving the younger man some mental 
Space. Those few words had sounded uncharacteristically 
bitter. 

When Joel spoke again, Theo blinked over a fork filled 
with lettuce and tomato. 

“What’s with the diet food? Worried about keeping your 
figure?” 

This time Theo was determined to be heard. “Not 
particularly. If anything | have trouble keeping weight on, 
but heart health is important. It’s just as important at your 
age as it is at mine. You should really watch what you eat.” 
He was partly thinking about Morgan’s student-diet debate, 
and partly remembering Ben. He’d seemed to be as healthy 
as a fucking horse, with absolutely no outward indication 
that there was anything wrong with his heart, before he 
died. 

Joel poked at his pasta dish halfheartedly before giving 
up, pushing it away, and resting his chin in one hand. He 
looked the definition of dejected. Theo watched as he huffed 
out a breath, then sat up straight before speaking again. 

“I would have preferred it if you’d just told me to back 
off. If you have a thing going with....” He couldn’t make 
himself say Evan’s name, and Theo felt an inner clench at 
the way Joel’s face creased. “If | was stepping on your toes, 
you should have just said. | would have backed off. There 
wouldn’t have been any point even trying if....” His eyes 
flickered over Theo. “Anyway, | thought about it later. | 


wasn’t being professional; you were right.” He looked Theo 
in the eye. “But you weren’t honest, and | think that’s 
worse.” 

“Yeah,” Theo agreed. “That would be worse, if it were 
true.” He nodded in the face of Joel’s skepticism. “I have 
zero romantic interest in anyone.” It was true, he told 
himself even as a mental image of Peter’s hand gripping his 
hip, bruising him as he grunted into his orgasm, flashed 
across the inside of his eyelids. 

“You've taken what you saw yesterday out of context, 
and that’s unfortunate. | can’t talk about the circumstances 
that motivated what you glimpsed, but | can absolutely 
promise that it wasn’t what you thought.” There was no way 
he was going to divulge what he and Evan had discussed 
yesterday morning. Theo took confidences very seriously. 
He wouldn’t discuss seeing Joel at the shelter either, unless 
he raised the subject first. Everyone was entitled to a little 
privacy, he figured. 

“So, while I’m not going to encourage—” He smiled at 
the younger man. “—unprofessional behavior in the office, 
lm not your competition.” Nope, Theo was pretty sure that 
Joel’s only rival would be Evan’s sense of responsibility to 
his family. He pushed the remains of his salad away. 

Joel looked at him from across the table, eyes half- 
lidded. “Can this be a professionalism-free zone for five 
minutes?” 

Theo nodded his agreement. Maybe clearing the air 
would be a good thing. Joel pushed the sleeves of his shirt 
up to his elbows, obviously meaning business. 

“When you say that you’re not my competition, who is?” 

“No one person that | know of, and I’m not prepared to 
dwell on that subject in any detail. If you talked to me about 
personal stuff | wouldn’t mention it to anyone else either. | 
hope you know that.” Joel dropped his eyes as Theo spoke, 
then raised them again, nodding. 


“My real concern is that you'll get yourself into hot 
water by harassing someone who isn’t interested, or maybe 
who isn’t even inclined the same way as you.” 

Joel just blinked, looking confused. 

Too many years of corporate-speak meant that Theo had 
to think hard before rephrasing. 

“You like Evan a lot, right?” Joel nodded, a blush 
creeping up from his shirt collar. 

“You like him so much that you think up excuses to be 
close to him, yes?” Joel nodded again. 

“How do you imagine it would feel coming into work 
every day if—” He looked around the cafeteria, which was 
almost empty, for inspiration. “—I don’t know... Heather! 
How would you feel if Heather did the same thing to you?” 

Joel’s face was a picture. 

“Dude, | don’t swing that way.” 

“Do you know for certain that Evan does? Swing the 
same way as you, | mean. Because if he doesn’t, and he 
gets up every morning dreading getting hit on at work, then 
| wouldn’t be doing my job if | didn’t ask you to tone it down. 
I'd do the same regardless of gender.” 

Joel slumped back in his chair before rallying. “I’m pretty 
sure he’s queer.” 

“That might be true, or it might be wishful thinking, but 
either way it’s unprofessional to make your interest so 
obvious while you’re on the clock. That’s the bottom line, 
Joel. Any boss would tell you the same thing. It’s not at all 
because I’m interested in him myself.” 

Joel sat deep in thought. Theo drank his water, idly 
wiping the condensation ring from the table with his napkin. 

“I’m glad you’re not,” Joel mumbled, but Theo heard him 
clearly enough. “He’d choose you.” 

Theo laughed quietly as the cafeteria assistants wiped 
down tables nearby. “I strongly doubt that.” 


“Dude, have you looked in a mirror lately?” 

It was Theo’s turn to blush. 

He’d been told often enough by Ben that he looked 
good, but that wasn’t what he saw reflected in the mirror. 
He just noticed the glint of gray in his hair that dated back 
almost exactly twelve months, and laugh lines that stayed 
in place whether he smiled or not. The weight he’d dropped 
in the last year had hollowed out his cheeks too. Ben had 
called him babyface when he was in a teasing mood. Theo 
guessed that maybe he was finally looking his age. 

He didn’t bother trying to explain to Joel, who sat 
looking visibly more relaxed, that the idea of a relationship 
with someone their age was the last thing he’d ever want. 
Oh, he could see the appeal. Joel was like some charmed 
creature. Nothing should work for him—he was all arms and 
legs, with an unruly mess of hair where every other kid his 
age ironed their hair bone straight, and his face was just on 
the cusp of homely. But when he smiled, or when he was 
sparked with enthusiasm, Joel was pure magic. 

There was no way in hell that Theo could get caught up 
in that kind of spell. Or in the urge to protect, which Evan, 
with his brittle shell and fierce familial loyalty, provoked. No 
way. With the age gap between them, he’d spend every 
single day worried that he’d leave them—suddenly, 
painfully, with no time for good-byes—and he wouldn’t wish 
that agony on anyone. 

So he just smiled across at his intern, then rolled his 
eyes as if the concept of dating was ridiculous, and was 
rewarded by the first honest, huge Joel-grin he’d seen all 
day. 

“Are we good?” he asked. Joel nodded in reply. They 
returned to their floor in the elevator, chatting about Joel’s 
workload. When he went back to his office, Maggie followed 
him in, shutting the door carefully behind her. 

“I think I did a slightly better job of it this time, Mags.” 


They peered through the blinds as Joel got back to work, 
his face much more relaxed with his perpetual smile back in 
place. When Evan wheeled over on his chair, paperwork in 
hand, Joel’s eyes flickered over to Theo’s office door before 
settling on the blond next to him. They saw him listen 
intently to Evan as he read out a list of tasks, then take his 
work list and get right on with it. Theo noticed that Evan 
lingered for a minute, unconsciously wetting his lips as he 
gazed at the taller intern. 

Yeah, maybe Joel had been right all along about Evan. 

Theo got back to his work. 


THEO: I’m hot. Just thought you should know. 

MORGAN: Turning down your thermostat will not only 
solve your overheating problem, it will also help to save the 
planet. The world’s resources are finite, Theo. Take some 
fucking responsibility. 

THEO: I think you Know what I’m talking about. 

MORGAN: You talked to your crazy kids? The consensus 
was that you’re hot? They must REALLY need the work. 

MORGAN: Fascist. 

Morgan could be such a shit. Theo sat at the back of a 
school lunchroom, texting surreptitiously while Maggie’s 
oldest child played violin. He had no idea that you could 
chat via cell phone until Morgan walked him through the 
process. It was somehow more personal than 
straightforward texting. Morgan’s avatar flashed up every 
time he messaged Theo. Every single time he saw the tiny 
picture of Michelangelo’s “David”, he smiled. 

THEO: Next you'll be telling me that you look like your 
avatar: a perfect man. 

MORGAN: Nope. My penis is much smaller. 

THEO: *HUGS* 


Maggie elbowed him sharply until he blinked himself 
back into reality, belatedly joining in the applause for yet 
another screeching rendition of “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little 
Star.” As the room emptied of damp-eyed parents and 
overexcited kids, Theo sent one last message. 

THEO: Got to go. Taking my girls home. Catch you later. 

He helped belt Maggie’s youngest into the car seat, 
trying not to wince at the way his tie was yanked. They 
made good time back to Maggie’s house, and he saw them 
in before declining coffee and pie. He was exhausted. 

It was always like this when he was getting over an 
episode with his back. An average day would wipe him out. 
Adding in anything extra, like going to the gym, would leave 
him ready to sleep standing up, but Mike had been held up 
getting back to the city. Honestly, it had been a pleasure to 
help them out for once. Maggie explained that she just 
needed someone to corral her youngest while she videoed 
the performance. Their usual babysitter couldn’t help, and 
they were already running late. Theo agreed to meet them 
at the school, then he minded Maggie’s youngest until the 
toddler fell asleep in his lap. 

Theo didn’t mind helping, especially when Maggie 
explained that she couldn’t relax unless she knew exactly 
where her baby was. She could have found another 
babysitter, but she wouldn’t have been able to concentrate. 
She needed her youngest child close by. 

Maggie had cried during her interview for the role as 
Theo’s assistant. It hadn’t been the best of starts. She 
sobbed into his handkerchief, explaining that she needed to 
work but couldn’t face leaving her baby. She stumbled away 
from the interview, leaving Theo feeling terrible. Ben had 
trailed his fingers up and down Theo’s back in bed later, 
rubbing his tension away. 

“It’s attachment, tesoro. It’s natural for mothers and 
fathers to feel the bond with their bambini like a rope 


wrapped around their hearts.” He kissed across Theo’s 
Shoulders. “When Marco went to school, Mamma wailed.” 
Ben’s youngest brother had been a surprise baby, born 
twenty years after Ben. “Are you going to give her the job?” 

Theo shrugged. On paper Maggie looked perfect, but 
man, could she cry. 

“You should tell her that weeping is normal. Very 
healthy.” Ben rolled his Rs in a way that made Theo squirm 
underneath him. “Then you should tell her that her baby will 
attach to the other people who care for her also.” 

Theo thought that sounded terrible. How would that 
make the poor woman feel any better? 

“Teaching children that other people can love and care 
for them is important, Theo. Imagine a life where you loved 
only one person.” Theo felt Ben shiver. “No, | have decided 
for you. Give her the job, and let other people love her baby 
also. It will be for the best.” 

Theo considered it one of his better hiring decisions. 

Just like Ben, he found little children captivating, 
especially Maggie’s. He just didn’t particularly know what to 
do with them. That had always been one of the best and 
worst things about going back to Milan every year. Ben’s 
nephews and nieces took full advantage of his good nature 
and cluelessness. Most of them were grown now, but he had 
fond memories of endless games and stints pushing swings 
that seemed to go on forever. 

Ben’s youngest brother had been a teen—a beautiful 
teen—when Theo and Ben first got together, and he had 
managed to part Theo from his cash so many times it 
became a family joke. Seeing his face—the image of his 
brother’s, as if Ben were still in his early thirties—on his PC 
screen the week before had only increased Theo’s 
determination to do the right thing by them all. Maggie 
needing to know where her baby was sealed the deal. 


He’d been thinking about it pretty much constantly for 
the last week. Theo even wrote about it on the forum. 
Someone had started a thread about difficult family 
relationships. It seemed to be a perennial subject, perhaps 
made more compelling to members as the holidays 
approached. Theo could dig it. He’d struggled for years with 
trying to get through holidays without family tension. For 
the first few years, they had spent each Christmas morning 
with his parents. Ben was very supportive, understanding 
completely that Theo was the only child, so still the center 
of his parent’s orbit. 

Theo couldn’t bear it. His dad always tried his best to 
keep the conversation going, but his mother couldn’t seem 
to move on from quiet watchfulness when it came to Ben, 
who overcompensated wildly. Theo felt that his mother had 
never known his Ben. She set him on edge, then he 
reinforced her impressions that he wasn’t suitable for her 
son. 

They went away for the holidays after their third year 
together, and had done so every year since. He mentioned 
his experience in general terms on the forum, leaving out 
chunks of detail, only summarizing that sometimes you just 
had to cut your losses and concentrate on the people who 
accept who and what you love. His phone chimed the next 
morning while he was at work. 

MORGAN: Who were you talking about? 

THEO: My parents. 

MORGAN: I’m sorry. Do they still feel the same way 
about your sexuality? 

THEO: That wasn’t the issue. My mother never really 
accepted my partner. She was civil, but that was it. She 
never got to know him at all. 

MORGAN: How is she now that he’s gone? 

Theo was in a meeting. He stared fiercely at the 
PowerPoint presentation about management strategy which 


bordered on incomprehensible, his eyes blurring. He 
switched his cell phone off until he got back to the privacy 
of his office. 

MORGAN: Ignore me. I’m too nosy. 

THEO: That’s okay. | think she regrets the way she was. | 
don’t know. I’m pretty sure she does. l'Il never be able to 
forget, though. | wish | could. 

Theo found himself wondering, yet again, how old 
Morgan was. They hadn’t shared any “real life” information 
that made them overly identifiable. That was just common 
sense on the Internet, especially as theirs was a local board, 
devoted to members from Seattle. They didn’t know where 
each other worked, or lived, or even what they looked like. 
All they had to go on were the opinions that they shared. 
You could build up a pretty good mental image from that 
information alone, Theo figured. 

When Morgan offered advice regarding Theo’s mother, 
he guessed that he must be around the same age as Theo. 
He’d had that feeling many times before. The man had 
lived. 

MORGAN: We all do stupid shit sometimes—shit that’s 
hard to back away from without losing face. Sometimes you 
keep doing the same things, over and over and over, 
knowing that they’re unhealthy and might even harm you, 
or harm your relationships. 

MORGAN: Sometimes you end up believing things have 
to stay the same way, even if they hurt people that you care 
for. 

Theo sat in his empty office, nodding. Yes, Morgan 
understood. 

MORGAN: If she’s trying to express regret, maybe you 
should let her do that. It might help you both. 

THEO: Yeah, | guess. 


MORGAN: | know what’s best for you. Just accept it, 
Theo. 

He thought about their conversation as he drove home 
from Maggie’s and then settled into bed, even though it was 
only just past 9 p.m. Taking a deep breath, Theo called his 
mother. 

“Theo, darling! How are you? How is your back feeling? 
Are you managing at work?” He held the phone away from 
his ear. 

“I’m good, Mom.” He listened while she filled him in on 
everything she and his dad had done since last seeing him. 
Then he listened to her describe a complete stranger’s 
recent hernia repair, and some plans that had been drawn 
up to build a resort on the other side of the lake. When she 
was done, Theo started to tell her what he intended to do. 
“Mom, | want you to listen, then think for a while and talk to 
Dad.” The silence at the other end of the line was almost as 
deafening as her initial greeting. 

“Theo, are you all right?” Her voice wavered slightly. 
Sometimes his mother sounded positively elderly. 

“I’m fine, Mom. I’m planning a trip. | wanted to give you 
some notice, that’s all.” 

“Oh, | can easily water your plants, Theo. Don’t you 
usually get a neighbor to do that for you? You and Ben were 
always going away....” Her voice faded. It was true; he and 
Ben had regularly gone out of town. 

“| don’t want you to water the plants, Mom.” He paused, 
drawing in a huge breath. “I’m taking Ben home. It’s time. | 
can’t make his mother wait any longer. I'd like it very much 
if you both came with me.” 

“Oh, Theo.” 

“Just think about it, Mom.” Theo closed his eyes, 
picturing Marco’s face on his PC screen as they Skyped the 
week before, whispering, wincing, reluctant to hurt Theo 
with his words. He only said what Theo already knew. His 


mamma needed her Ben home. She’d rest easier knowing 
where her firstborn was. 

Theo understood. 

“| don’t need to think about it, Theo. Of course we'll 
come.” 

He huffed, exhaling hugely, shakily. “Thanks, Mom.” 

“Thank you for asking us. I’m not sure what I’ve done to 
deserve inclusion in your plans, but it’s the least | can do.” 

Lying in the darkness, Theo guessed it was. 


CHAPTER. /_ 
Eleven 


LookinG back, Theo found it difficult to pinpoint exactly when 
the rhythm of his days changed. It wasn’t that the passing 
weeks were particularly challenging or memorable. No, once 
the interns settled into their roles, workdays fell into a 
comfortable routine of meetings, appraisals, and charting 
just how far behind his department’s output was falling. 
Theo decided not to worry about that; the Head Office could 
figure out the reason for themselves. Instead he took the 
time to enjoy the somewhat voyeuristic pleasure of 
watching his interns play down their attraction to each 
other. 

They made him smile every single day. 

He was at the gym, focusing on his form with the casual 
assistance of another member who stepped in from time to 
time to spot him, when Theo decided things were getting 
easier. 

Yeah, easier. 

It wasn’t only the easing of his back pain that made 
getting through the days feel less of a battle, although he 
did feel so much better, thanks to Morgan’s interference. 
Sick of listening to Theo moan about his aches and pains, 
Morgan searched the Internet until he found a Seattle-based 
sports-injury specialist. He didn’t stop virtually harassing 
Theo until he scheduled an appointment. 

All it took was one assessment of his decades-old injury 
for the specialist to prescribe a simple course of treatment. 


MORGAN: So all you have to do is learn to stand 
differently? 

THEO: Yes. Sorta. 

MORGAN: How the hell HAVE you been standing? 

THEO: The wrong way, apparently. 

THEO: Thank you for finding him. 

THEO: And for making me go. 

MORGAN: Do you feel better? 

THEO: So, so, so much better, thanks. 

MORGAN: You know what I’m thinking right now. 

THEO: Sigh. 

MORGAN: Say it, Theo. 

THEO: You know what’s best for me. 

MORGAN: That’s right. 

Yeah, life felt a little easier, and just a touch more 
stable, as if the emotional ground he stood upon had finally 
stopped tilting wildly. Getting through each day used to 
exhaust him, or would fool him into thinking that he was 
coping, until the moment he leaned forgetfully against his 
door buzzer. Now he felt more at peace. He still woke from 
time to time, reaching for Ben, but just as often he rolled 
over, nudging his laptop awake, and started his morning 
with Morgan instead. 

At the gym he took a turn spotting a huge guy who 
would have given Peter a run for his money, and counted 
reps while he thought about how different the last few 
weeks had been, even at the gym. For some reason, he 
didn’t find the greetings and attempts at conversation 
difficult to handle anymore; in fact, he wondered why he 
ever had. What was so bad about exchanging the time of 
day with people? It wasn’t exactly taxing to act like a normal 
human being. 

Maybe, he considered, he’d been making life more 
difficult for himself, not less, by avoiding human contact. 


Initially he needed to be alone; he saw that now very 
clearly. He’d been wiped out by a wave of loss that swept 
his feet out from under him and carried him, gasping and 
nearly drowning, into water so deep he thought he’d never 
make it back to dry land. Sometimes he hadn’t wanted to. 
Sinking seemed so much easier. All those blank-memory 
weekends without the structure of work to cling to had left 
him exhausted and barely treading water. The last weekend 
had been so different that Theo still felt dazed. 

He blamed Morgan. The man was like a dog with a 
fucking bone when he decided to pursue a subject. Usually 
Theo enjoyed seeing him bite into a concept on their online 
forum. There was something almost thrilling about reading 
his words once he decided that he was right and the rest of 
the world was wrong. The way his mind worked was 
fascinating. 

Theo sometimes wondered what gave his cyber-friend 
the confidence to take on all comers the way he did. The 
dude was absolutely fearless. He was persistent too. Once 
he discovered that Theo hadn’t socialized with old friends 
since losing Ben, Morgan wouldn’t stop arguing, debating, 
quarreling, and finally persuading until Theo gave up 
fighting. 

MORGAN: E-mail is one thing, Theo, but face-to-face is 
where it’s at. 

THEO: Maybe. 

MORGAN: What’s the worst that can happen? 

What was the worst that could happen, Theo found 
himself wondering. He guessed that seeing his and Ben’s 
old friends—still in relationships, still happy—would reinforce 
the fact that he was alone. 

MORGAN: If you’re thinking they’ll just make you feel 
worse, you’re a fool. 

MORGAN: A damn fool. 


MORGAN: I can hear you thinking, Theo. You should quit 
that shit. You’re really not very good at it. 

THEO: Stop bullying me. 

MORGAN: It’s what I’m best at. 

Theo didn’t believe that for a single second. No way was 
Morgan any different in real life than he was online. He’d 
learned through his long year of Internet observation that 
people revealed their inner selves soon enough. The only 
characteristics that Morgan had consistently revealed were 
his passionate advocacy for the underdog and his huge 
Capacity for kindness. Morgan frequently waded into the 
middle of debates, often regarding subjects he had zero 
interest in, just to help out some poor newbie on the forum. 
He’d hide his assistance behind a barrage of sarcasm or 
ironic commentary, but all the same, he wouldn’t let the big 
kids bully the newbies, unless they persisted in stupidity. 

He told Theo often that it wasn’t opposing viewpoints 
that offended him; it was the way some people refused to 
learn. 

MORGAN: | know they're wrong. You know they're 
wrong. But until they’ve had a chance to get educated, I’m 
not going to hold it against them. Tease and taunt them? 
Fuck yes. Hold it against them? Nope. 

THEO: Are you on drugs? 

MORGAN: I’m high on life. 

He was high on something all right. Before he’d had 
what he described to Theo as his time in the wilderness— 
that too-quiet period when he broke up with his boyfriend— 
Morgan’s commentary, on the forum at least, could seem 
scathing. Somehow he’d come back with a more relaxed 
view on life. 

THEO: l'Il have some of whatever you’re on. 

MORGAN: No fucking way. 

THEO: A real friend would share their stash. 


MORGAN: No, Theo, a real friend would e-mail you every 
single fucking week for a year, even while you acted like a 
reclusive dipshit. 

Sometimes Theo regretted telling Morgan things. He 
never forgot a word. After Theo shared how bittersweet it 
was to make contact again with some people in his old 
friendship group, Morgan had questioned him relentlessly. 

MORGAN: How come you're so friendly to complete 
strangers on the Internet, but ignore your real friends? 

THEO: That’s not what happened. 

MORGAN: Oh, sorry, | must have misunderstood. | 
thought you said that they all tried to keep in touch. Some 
of them kept coming to your house, didn’t they? 

THEO: Yes, but.... It wasn’t them; it was me. 

MORGAN: Don’t ever say that, Theo. That’s as bad as, 
“We're on a break.” Everyone knows those two sentences 
are lies. They’re always lies. Always. 

THEO: It was me. | couldn’t cope. 

MORGAN: Well you can cope now, so get busy. 

THEO: There are times that | hate you—you and your 
pesky logic. 

MORGAN: There are times | picture you naked. We all 
have our crosses to bear. 

THEO: You picture me naked? 

MORGAN: What can | say? I’ve always had a thing for 
overweight, hairless men with prosthetic limbs and an eye 
patch. 


On Saturpay, Theo found himself standing opposite the 
coffee shop where he’d agreed to meet his friends. His feet 
were rooted to the ground, unable to take the next step 
after he saw his old friend Robyn’s red hair from all the way 
across the street. He had known this wouldn’t be easy, but 


as that wave momentarily threatened to overwhelm him 
again, he briefly cursed Morgan as a meddler and himself a 
fool for listening to him. It was funny how life played out. 
Robyn had been a relative newcomer to their circle of 
Seattle friends. His acceptance into the group had come 
about slowly—something which Theo felt a little badly 
about. 

He had known Robyn’s partner, Chris, for nearly ten 
years. Theo remembered reaching for the last copy of a 
book at the same time as Chris in a local store, where they 
spent the next five minutes trying to make each other take 
it while the other refused. Eventually Theo paid for the book, 
wrote his home phone number on the flyleaf, then dropped 
it into Chris’s bag of purchases. Ben picked up Chris’s call 
later and invited him to watch a game, understanding 
instinctively that Theo would only give out their number to 
someone interesting. Chris arrived with his partner, an 
attractive French-Canadian called Yves. They became 
friends quickly, sharing a love of eating out and endless 
conversation. 

Chris used to tease Theo relentlessly about the way his 
eyes would lose focus whenever Yves spoke. It was true. 
There was something about his accent that made Theo 
melt. Ben would pretend to lose his temper, thickening his 
own accent until it was 90 percent husky Milanese and 10 
percent pure sex. They had some amazing fucks after 
evenings spent with Theo staring dreamily at Yves while Ben 
smoldered. 

Yeah, it had all been fun until Yves got so sick. He 
wasn’t the first of their group to pass away. Ben and Theo 
had lost friends in San Francisco who were much older, as 
well as one of Ben’s Italian childhood friends. Theo guessed 
that it wasn’t so much Yves’s death that divided the group, 
but the way Chris seemed to hook up so quickly with Robyn 
afterward. Yves had been gone for just a few months, after 


seven years with Chris, when Robyn took his place. That’s 
how it seemed to the remaining friends, anyway. Ben was 
philosophical about the awkward and uncomfortable 
situation. 

“It’s not for us to judge, baby. Chris has suffered, no? Let 
him have his pleasure. Surely he must have had many days 
where pleasure seemed impossible. Yves took a long time to 
die—too long. It is right that Chris celebrates life for a while. 
I’m happy for him.” 

Maybe that was the difference between sudden loss and 
protracted illness. Theo talked it through with Robyn and 
Chris while they shared a couch toward the back of the 
busy, noise-filled coffee shop. They welcomed him back into 
their lives with open arms. Theo had apologized 
immediately. Not for avoiding them for so long—that was 
something he hadn’t been able to help—but for being a little 
on the slow side to accept Robyn as Chris’s new partner. 

Robyn’s face reddened before he reached over for 
Theo’s hand, saying he’d already forgotten about that time. 
He and Chris had been together for three years now. He 
understood that it must have been a difficult adjustment for 
the others at first, but Ben had always made him feel very 
welcome. 

“That’s because you don’t have a French accent, babe,” 
Chris said with a laugh, and Robyn pretended to slap him 
upside the head. 

“I may sound American, but even if l’'d come crashing 
into your group of friends with a perfect Parisian accent, | 
know some people still would have left me out of things.” He 
smiled somewhat sadly before continuing. “I get it. | always 
got it. | just didn’t let that stop me from being there for 
Chris. When it’s right, it’s right.” 

“Is it right for you yet, Theo?” Chris asked, his face 
creased with sympathy. Theo shook his head, then 
shrugged. 


“No, |.... No, it’s not right yet. | met someone, but....” A 
little girl ran past, chased by her sister, both wearing 
dresses of periwinkle blue, reminding Theo of Peter’s 
intense eyes. “I met someone, but I’m not there yet. I’m not 
ready. | think my body is, but my head’s still not in the 
game.” 

“I hear you,” Chris agreed with him. “My head was in 
the game long before my body. But that was probably 
because | had so long to loosen my grip on Yves before he 
left. ld made mental space—l had to—after all those 
months of going home alone while he was in hospital, then 
at the hospice. It was the mental company | missed so 
badly. You know, simple conversations about the news, or 
what was for dinner, or even someone to tell me when | was 
being a maudlin dick.” 

Robyn nodded. “I’m a world-class maudlin-dickery 
spotter.” 

They all smiled. 

“| guess | have all the mental stimulation | can handle 
right now.” Theo told them about the changes at the office, 
the interns, and Morgan. Maybe he spoke about Morgan a 
little too much. 

“He sounds very cool, Theo. You should bring him with 
you next time.” Chris nodded across at Robyn as if there 
wouldn’t be anything weird about Theo bringing a virtual 
friend out on a double date. He snorted, smiling. 

“That’s okay. | can barely keep him under control in my 
chat box. Who knows what he would be like in real life?” 

“What do you think he would be like?” Robyn fiddled 
with the ends of his hair, a cascade of titian waves, bright 
against his black shirt. 

“Oh, | don’t know. Annoying? He’s funny, definitely 
funny, but with the kind of wit that could cut easily. | think 
that’s a defense mechanism, though. Something made him 
like that, but he’s been so much more relaxed lately. He’s 


kind, full of empathy, and so fucking thoughtful. Of course 

he’s dumb sometimes, but most of the time he’s 

extraordinarily insightful, and patient too. I’ve never met 

anyone with such profound intelligence. Did | say that he’s 

kind?” Theo looked up from the napkin he was shredding. 
Chris had tears in his eyes. “Welcome back, Theo.” 


He tert his friends—accepting their hugs, then surprising 
himself when he found it hard to let them go, promising to 
get together again soon—and headed straight to the gym. If 
he went twice during the weekend, he had more time in bed 
to chat with Morgan before heading into work during the 
week. Theo could see that the way he used to head to the 
gym early was left over from his life with Ben. Every single 
moment of the weekend used to be mapped out for him— 
Shopping, lunch, afternoon sex, chores—so time for 
weekend gym sessions had been rare. 

Now, he would laze in bed seven mornings a week if it 
weren't for his job. His dad used to lose his voice yelling for 
Theo to get his lazy ass out of bed as a teen. To be honest, 
he could still sleep most of the day away. He only ever got 
up early for Ben and for work. He and Morgan had an 
interesting discussion about weekend morning routines. 
Theo had no idea how the subject came up in the first place. 

MORGAN: Blow job. 

MORGAN: No, hand job and kissing. 

MORGAN: No, that means getting up to brush my teeth. 

MORGAN: Blow job. 

THEO: I’m almost certain | only asked what you liked for 
breakfast. 

MORGAN: Next you’ll be asking what my favorite color 
is. You’re so very gay, Theo. 

MORGAN: But just so you know. Blow job, then breakfast 
—preferably in bed—followed by kissing and some lazy 


humping. Then lunch. | don’t do anything energetic before 
lunch. People who do are insane. 

Lazing in bed with Morgan in his chat box after that sort 
of conversation had some unexpected consequences which 
left Theo feeling breathless. Seeing Peter’s truck in the gym 
parking lot after he left the coffee shop made his breath 
catch all over again. Fishing out his cell phone, he scrolled 
back through messages and missed calls until he located a 
voice mail he’d neglected to pick up. 

“Hey, you, l'Il be back this weekend. Call me if you want 
to hook up.” Peter sounded as friendly as ever. Hesitating 
for just a moment, Theo shouldered his gym bag and 
headed on in. 

Peter’s smile, reflected in the floor to ceiling gym 
mirrors, was bright and genuine. He nearly put down the 
free weights he was using, then reconsidered—Theo saw 
doubt flash across his face like a windblown rain cloud— 
continuing again with his routine rather than approaching 
Theo first. 

Theo couldn’t help but feel awkward as he watched the 
blue-eyed man work through his reps. Taking a deep breath, 
he walked up to where Peter worked out and casually placed 
his palms on Peter’s shoulders. 

“Drop them a little,” he suggested. 

Peter leaned back slightly, the pressure warm and solid 
against Theo’s hands. He finished his set, smiling. 

“Im sorry,” Theo said. “I only just picked up your 
message. Are you home for a while?” 

Peter took a long, slow drink from his water bottle, 
throat working and sweat trickling down the tight cords of 
his neck. When he answered, Theo felt like he needed a 
drink himself. He’d forgotten how good Peter looked. 

“I’m only here for the weekend.” He took another quick 
drink, looking at Theo in the mirror before saying, “I’m not 
going to lie, Theo. It would be great to spend some time 


with you. Nothing heavy; maybe we could watch a game 
and eat some pizza?” His smile was so warm. 

“I’m not sure | can resist your version of ‘nothing 
heavy,’ Peter.” Theo felt a little dizzy. 

“Then don’t.” He winked as he spoke, then added, “l 
promise | won’t make a move on you unless you ask me to, 
Theo.” He bent to retrieve his weights while saying, “Go 
work out. l'Il wait for you.” 

By the time they were both done it was late afternoon 
and starting to sleet outside. Peter paused just inside the 
gym entrance. Catching Theo’s arm, he pulled him closer as 
some other patrons rushed in, shaking icy water from their 
coats. 

“I meant it, Theo. I’d love to see you.” Everything about 
the man was genuine, Theo thought. 

“We'll watch a game?” Peter nodded in agreement. 
“Come back with me now, then.” 

Before he could second-guess himself, Theo ran out to 
his car, watching in the rearview mirror as Peter climbed 
into his truck and followed him back to his apartment. As 
soon as Peter settled in front of the TV, Theo relaxed. With a 
beer in his hand and a broad smile on his face, Peter looked 
completely at home. Theo retreated to the kitchen, looking 
for menus and logging onto his laptop for a second to check 
his mail. He’d missed some chats while his phone had been 
switched off at the gym. 

MORGAN: I’ve changed my mind again. 

MORGAN: | can do that. I’m in touch with my feminine 
side. 

MORGAN: My final decision is.... 

MORGAN: Kissing. 

MORGAN: I’d get up and brush my teeth. 

MORGAN: Then I'd kiss. 

MORGAN: All morning. 


Swallowing, feeling heat creep up his neck, Theo typed 
quickly. 

THEO: Are you STILL thinking about that? 

He located the menus, then stepped into the hallway, 
turning back abruptly as he heard his laptop’s ping. 

MORGAN: | haven’t thought about anything else ALL 
day. 

MORGAN: I think we both know who’s to blame. 

THEO: All | asked was <gay> what you liked for 
breakfast. </gay> 

THEO: Don’t blame me for your oral fixation. 

MORGAN: Did you just say oral? 

THEO: Shut up. 

MORGAN: Now I’m thinking about your mouth. Do you 
still have your own teeth? 

Theo burst into helpless laughter. 

“What’s so funny?” Peter’s voice made Theo jump out of 
his skin. Turning quickly, he closed the laptop and 
brandished the menus at the man who leaned against his 
kitchen doorway. 

“Nothing. Just a friend, acting the fool on the Internet.” 
They walked back to the living room together, discussing 
pizza toppings and who might win the game. The evening 
passed quickly, Peter making things easier by keeping to his 
end of the couch, chatting enthusiastically about his 
progress at work. 

“It’s amazing how teams doing exactly the same job 
approach things from a different angle. It makes no sense, 
really. What we do with the same manpower has such a 
different impact that it really makes you think.” 

Theo asked him to clarify a little. 

“Take domestic abuse, for example. If it gets bad 
enough for people to dial 911, that usually means it’s been 
going on for a while. Statistics show that if victims get 


attended to here in Seattle, they'll be seen at least twice 
more, usually with injuries of increasing severity.” He shook 
his head. “In other areas, more victims are treated only 
once. Either those teams are doing a better job of pointing 
people in the direction of help, or they’re being scared away 
from asking for help again.” 

“Why do people stay in relationships just to get hurt 
again?” Theo asked. 

Peter shrugged. “I can’t even get into that mind-set so | 
don’t waste time thinking about it. All | know is that if there 
is some better way of dealing with those calls, I’m going to 
bring it back to Seattle. I’ve seen too many battered 
women.” He sighed, taking another long pull from his beer 
before adding, “And men.” 

Theo had heard that before. He supposed he could see 
the possibility, but it was so outside his field of experience— 
his relationship had been a place of safety—that he couldn’t 
wrap his head around it. 

“That’s why I’m back this weekend. | had a chance to 
catch a few days’ leave before flying out again. I’m going to 
cover the holidays down in San Francisco. It’s a busy time of 
year, what with all that stressing over buying gifts or having 
family to stay. The cracks show quickly.” 

It sickened Theo a little to think of kids listening to their 
parents fight at what was meant to be a peaceful, joyful 
time of year. 

“I don’t know how you do it,” Theo said with admiration. 
He watched as Peter stretched, his back arching, revealing a 
glimpse of toned stomach. 

He smiled, blue eyes bright, wetting his lips before 
saying, “I just want to do my job as well as | can.” 

Yeah, Theo guessed that life didn’t have to be as 
complex as he often made it for himself. Sometimes it was 
as simple as trying to make bad things a little better for 
people who didn’t have the strength to help themselves. 


That was something Morgan was particularly fierce 
about on the forum, and in their private conversations. He 
wasn’t a blamer, unless it came to what he called 
governmental fuckery. No, if someone opened a discussion 
about a controversial topic like addiction, he would be right 
there, defending the person at the bottom of the pile. Theo 
asked him about it after a particularly virulent online 
argument about addiction being a choice, so undeserving of 
health-care dollars. 

MORGAN: No, I’ve never had addiction issues. 

MORGAN: Apart from being addicted to the Internet, but 
that’s a recent thing. 

MORGAN: I blame you. 

MORGAN: You enable me. 

He’d gone on to explain that, based on his limited 
experience, people who needed help just needed help. They 
didn’t need blame or criticism. When you were at the 
bottom—without work, or a home, or even somewhere to 
sleep—blame wouldn’t keep you warm, or fed, or alive. 
Sure, some people were idiots. Yes, some people took 
advantage of the system, but there had to be a system. 

MORGAN: It could happen to anyone. 

Theo looked around his living room, full of home 
comforts, in an apartment that had been fully paid for years 
earlier than planned due to Ben’s life insurance, and 
thought to himself that he’d never hit rock bottom like that. 
Not like one of those people. 

MORGAN: Personal crisis just hits people different ways. 
Anyone can fall into an abusive pattern of behavior. Anyone. 

Theo remembered waking up on the couch in the weeks 
after losing Ben. He’d woken with a hangover and went 
straight to the kitchen for more beer, then thumped the 
refrigerator when he discovered there was none left. The 
fist-shaped dent was still there, fingers clearly outlined—you 
could even make out his ring in the brushed steel door—but 


no one had ever asked him about it. Later that day, his mom 
had just wiped over the dent, pausing momentarily before 
she threw out his empties. 

He hadn’t drunk while alone since then. 

MORGAN: Rock bottom might be closer than you 
imagine. It’s just one drink, one toke, or one punch too 
many, away. 

Peter moved up the couch a little, until they sat next to 
each other. His hand on Theo’s face was warm—just for a 
second—before it dropped. 

“I want to make the odds better, that’s all. | don’t have 
an axe to grind about the why or how. I’m just sick of 
patching up people who don’t need to get hurt.” He 
swallowed. Theo watched as Peter’s hands gripped his own 
legs before adding, “Life’s too short, you know?” 

Theo knew. He shifted slightly. 

Peter shifted too. 

Theo could feel Peter’s breath against his neck, hot, 
damp, and so fucking close. Blood rushed from his head 
toward his lap, thundering like an internal waterfall 
weighted with storm water. Shutting his eyes, he leaned his 
head back against the couch, helpless. When Peter spoke 
into his ear, he shivered. 

“I’m not going to pressure you, Theo. You’ve told me 
twice that you aren’t ready.” His tongue tip touched the 
Shell of Theo’s ear, lighting an invisible cordite trail linked 
directly to his cock. Something about Peter sent him from 
zero to one hundred miles per hour in seconds. 

“Yeah, you've told me twice, and | have to believe you, 
even though—” Theo felt a fingertip circle his left nipple, 
making both of them ache. “—l’m not sure your body 
believes you. But | want you to listen to me now, Theo. I’m 
only going to tell you this once.” 


Theo opened his eyes, dazed almost to have Peter so 
close, and hot, and wanting him. 

“I want you.” He kissed Theo’s lips impossibly lightly. 

“I want this.” He pushed Theo’s head back again and 
kissed his neck, tongue flicking—rough, wet, rough—over 
his Adam's apple. 

“I want this.” He pulled up Theo’s shirt and kissed his 
stomach, dropping featherlight kisses around his navel. 

“I want this.” His hand pressing over Theo’s dick made 
him arch, chasing pressure. “Yeah, that. Just like that,” he 
added, his voice hoarse. 

When he pulled away again, Theo panted, completely 
breathless, gasping when Peter cupped the side of his face. 

“I just had to let you know.” He stood, picking up his 
jacket from the armchair nearby. “lIl be back.” He took a 
breath, scrubbing at his face before adding, “I might not be 
your ideal man, but I think you might be mine. | don’t know 
whether it’s guilt that keeps you in the past.” His eyes 
flickered toward the kitchen. “Or maybe there’s someone 
else in your life already. I’m a simple kind of guy, and I can 
only deal with honesty. So this is me, being honest.” He 
swallowed once, then again. 

“| want you.” 

Theo watched him shrug, then dip down for another 
quick kiss. 

He didn’t breathe again until he heard the front door 
close. Later, he lay in bed wondering why he felt so 
conflicted. 

Shouldn’t Peter wanting him be enough? 


CHAPTE D 


THEO decided that his office was a better place with the 
interns in it. Considering that, on paper at least, Joel and 
Evan shouldn’t have worked out, both kids were great 
additions to his team. Originally, they’d been scheduled to 
finish their internships at the end of October. Everyone was 
relieved when the Head Office agreed to employ them on 
temporary, part-time contracts until the end of the year. 

That suited the kids just fine, he guessed, spying 
through his blinds as they opened their letters of 
confirmation. Joel jumped up, fist pumping wildly, making 
the office erupt into laughter. Whoever heard of someone so 
stoked at filing endless paperwork? Evan scrutinized the 
Small print of his contract before raising his head. Theo 
smiled at the way the blond’s eyes slid across to meet 
Joel's. 

THEO: They are so sweet, it’s almost unbearable. 

MORGAN: | bet they fuck over your desk as soon as you 
leave every day. 

MORGAN: You should set up a webcam. 

MORGAN: I could do that for you. 

THEO: PERVERT. 

THEO: They are just impossibly cute. J especially. He’s 
like the most adorable puppy on the planet. 

MORGAN: | thought you liked E best? 

THEO: | like them both. Honestly, the way they act at 
work is so sweet my teeth might just fall out. 

MORGAN: And we're back to my oral fixation.... 


It was true, though: The interns were helpful and polite 
to each other at work—completely professional. The signs 
were evident that the more space Joel put between them, 
the closer Evan inched toward him, seeking out his 
company. Theo was so glad he’d intervened. Given a little 
space, his smaller intern—the one who carried the heaviest 
load—was starting to enjoy himself. 

“I wasn’t expecting to, but I kind of like working through 
a list and getting shit done.” Theo shook his head at Evan’s 
language. He apologized quickly, saying, “Sorry, sorry. You 
know what | mean though, right?” 

Theo did know exactly what Evan meant. He’d tried to 
explain his satisfaction at work to some of their friends over 
the years. Lots of people had a weird—to Theo, anyway— 
fear of numbers. He just loved them. Plowing through 
accounts was challenging, as was creating order out of 
chaos for clients. If he could figure out an easier, more 
logical way for them to achieve their objectives, then he 
considered his work valuable. 

Some of his friends had graduated from college the 
Same year and were now flying high in their own particular 
fields. Theo’s lack of ambition baffled them, but he had 
never needed to chase glory. He had that at home. That’s 
how he used to feel, anyway. Coming home to Ben’s tetchy 
eye roll if he had to lean against the buzzer was everything 
he needed. If life was a competition, he’d won the moment 
Ben pulled off his motorcycle helmet all those years ago in 
Milan, saying ciao. He was pretty sure that his focus on the 
rest of the world shifted at that moment, narrowing until 
Ben took up his entire lens. 

Their life rolled on—parties, vacations, long afternoons 
in bed—and he simply didn’t need anything else to feel like 
a winner. Give Theo a column of numbers that added up and 
a warm Italian to rub his back and cook his dinner, and he 
was pretty much set for anything. So he nodded at Evan, 


agreeing that yeah, sometimes the simple pleasures really 
were the best. 

“But you can find the same satisfaction in your own 
field, Evan. Don’t let the numbers here seduce you if they 
aren’t your first love.” Without his counterbalance at home, 
even Theo found work somewhat lacking lately. He talked it 
out with Morgan. 

THEO: | don’t know. 

MORGAN: What now, Theo? 

MORGAN: Are we going to spend the whole night talking 
about you again? 

MORGAN: Hang on a minute. 

THEO: What are you doing? 

MORGAN: Loading up some porn. You carry on whining. 
l'Il catch up later. 

THEO: What kind of porn? 

MORGAN: The gay kind. What else? 

THEO: | was just thinking about work. Maybe it’s time for 
a change. 

MORGAN: Really? How will the world continue turning 
without your tight grip on the economy? 

THEO: | thought you were watching porn. 

MORGAN: It’s not that interesting. They’re too young for 
my taste. You might like it, though. Little blond dude and a 
tall dark-haired kid.... 

THEO: Ha. Ha. Ha. 

MORGAN: How long have you worked there? 

THEO: Nearly fifteen years. 

MORGAN: Work isn’t the problem, then. If you’ve stuck it 
out for that long then it’s something else. You need to get 
out more. 

THEO: And do what? 


MORGAN: | don’t know. I’m not your fucking life coach. 
Go do something you wouldn’t normally do—rock climbing, 
shooting, ice skating—something fun. 

MORGAN: Or watch porn. This is actually kind of hot. 
They’re very... flexible. 

The following weekend Theo took Maggie’s oldest child 
to the Seattle Center. The Internet write-ups about their 
winter wonderland indoor ice skating made Theo think 
about his dad. He’d been so patient while Theo lost his shit 
the first time they skated. As a kid, Theo thought it would be 
easy, then spent the first half hour on his ass. His dad kept 
up picking him up, brushing him off, telling him to keep on 
trying. 

Theo said the same words to Maggie’s daughter, over 
and over and over, hauling her back up and tickling her until 
she smiled again. Once she found her feet it was fun, and 
the fastest hour of Theo’s whole week. They sat together 
drinking hot chocolate once they were done skating, 
watching the faster skaters who came out onto the ice as it 
got a little later. Theo blinked and then smiled as he 
recognized his interns. Heather shot out onto the ice, 
laughing wildly as Joel chased her. Considering that he was 
all arms and legs, the man could really skate. 

Searching the edges of the rink, Theo soon spotted 
Evan, hanging onto the rail, white face tight with tension. 
When a dude wearing a hoodie skated up to him, offering 
his hand, Evan smiled thankfully. 

Theo almost growled. Maggie’s daughter giggled. He 
passed her a couple of dollars for the vending machine, 
standing so he could watch the interns a little more easily. 

Evan half skated, half clung onto the man he was with, 
face tilted upward, listening and nodding as they crossed 
the ice. When Joel glided up to them—all huge smile and 
pink cheeks—the dude wearing the hoodie bowed with a 


flourish, pushing Evan toward him. As he watched the 
smaller man flail, Theo was sure he would fall. 

Joel caught him, then braced his elbows, making a firm 
support for the novice. He skated backward while Evan hung 
on. Theo could read Joel’s lips. 

“I’ve got you.” 

Yeah, Theo thought, watching as Joel made slow turns 
around the ice, not talking, just grinning while Evan smiled 
up at him. “Yeah,” he said to Maggie’s girl. “I think he has 
him all right.” 

She chewed her candy solemnly, then asked, “Who has 
you, Uncle Theo?” 

He rolled his eyes, making her giggle before answering, 
“You, of course.” 

They were just getting ready to leave, standing near the 
entrance to the rink, when Heather’s crazy laugh got louder. 
She came off the ice practically running, and the man with 
the hoodie hurtled after her. The sudden deceleration from 
Slick ice to rubbery flooring threw him off balance, right into 
Theo. 

Later, in bed, Theo remembered his breathless apology 
and the feel of the man’s hands flat against his chest as 
he’d pushed away, hood slipping down. If it wasn’t for the 
glint of silver around his neck, Theo would never have 
guessed he was the same man who helped Joel out at the 
shelter. He looked almost unrecognizable with his long hair 
cropped short, his face unmarked and pale instead of 
bruised so badly. 

He caught a glimpse of huge dark eyes, and then the 
man was gone, following Heather, who hadn’t noticed Theo 
at all. 

Yeah, it was only the flash of silver threads in the black 
and gray cashmere of the scarf he wore—Ben’s favorite— 
which reminded Theo that they’d crossed paths before. 


He’d left that scarf at the shelter. 


“For heaven's sake, Dad, get down from there.” Sometimes 
Theo wondered if his father purposefully waited until he 
knew Theo was on his way from the city before setting up 
his tallest ladder. In a way, he hoped that was true. The 
thought of his dad—always so capable, but now a little 
shaky—working on a ladder without him made him feel a 
little sick. 

“Nearly done, son.” Theo tried to rein in his temper. 
Honestly, why he felt it flare up so easily with his father, 
when the man had done nothing but be patient with him all 
his fucking life, made Theo feel frustrated and confused. He 
was such a good man, such a great father. He shook his 
head at himself, trying not to let his frustration spill out with 
his words. 

He could certainly think of better ways to spend the 
weekend. He wished that he were at home listening to 
music, stretched out on the huge couch Ben had insisted 
was just right for them—see, tesoro, it’s wide like a bed, and 
the leather is easy to wipe clean. Perfetto!—while he surfed 
the Internet. 

Morgan had told him to get his shit together. Lots of 
people didn’t have parents to gripe about, so he should be 
fucking grateful to have family waiting at home for him. 
Theo knew that Morgan’s parents were gone, and he 
guessed if he and his friend were similar in age then he 
might not have that many years left with his parents either. 

With a dry mouth and damp palms, Theo typed an 
invitation to Morgan, asking if he’d like to come with him to 
Big Lake. 

MORGAN: What, and ruin our perfect relationship? 

THEO: I’m just saying that you don’t have to be alone. 

MORGAN: Thank you, Theo. 


MORGAN: That means a lot to me. | do have somewhere 
to be this weekend, but maybe another time.... 

Theo had stared at the ceiling for a while, wondering 
what the fuck he was thinking. Everyone knew that the 
Internet was the Internet, while real life was real life. 
Robyn’s casual enquiry in his last e-mail—Hey, how are 
things working out with your Morgan?—only reinforced the 
way he was kidding himself. 

The Internet and real life were two separate worlds. 

Morgan wasn't his. 

It was just that he couldn’t seem to stop thinking about 
him. 

Morgan was in his head constantly. Even buying 
groceries now was complicated. He used to hate grocery 
shopping, recalling the way Ben would trail from store to 
store, tolerating it only because Ben’s company made 
everything better. Now he couldn’t shop without feeling 
guilty. If he went to a big store, he’d hear Morgan’s virtual 
whisper—They steal their employees’ rights—and find it 
hard to meet the eye of the person checking out his 
purchases. If he went to one of Ben’s specialty import stores 
he would second-guess each item he selected, mentally 
calculating air miles—Your carbon footprint must be huge, 
Theo. Huge—before going home with nothing to eat. 

It was true, Theo admitted, as he stood at the bottom of 
his dad’s ladder. Morgan was always on his mind. The next 
time Theo came out to the lake house, he guessed they’d be 
putting up Christmas lights, and that made him think about 
Morgan too. 

While his dad issued instructions and talked to him 
about his work, Theo’s head was full of Morgan arguing on 
the forum about the inherent waste created by Christmas 
lighting. Morgan chatted privately to Theo as they watched 
the argument spin out, attracting so many comments that 
Theo could hardly keep up with them all. Morgan had 


enjoyed the debate so much. Every time someone posted 
an opposing viewpoint, he’d rebut, stealing their thunder. 

THEO: You know, Morgan, some people just like 
Christmas lights. 

MORGAN: I know. | love them. When we were stationed 
back in the states my pops couldn’t wait to get all his shit 
out of storage. You could see our house from the fucking 
moon. 

THEO: So why are you arguing against them on the 
forum? 

MORGAN: Why not? Arguing is one of my favorite 
pastimes. That, jerking off, and talking to you are my top 
three. 

MORGAN: Sometimes | do them all at once. 

THEO: So jerking off is on your list but sex isn’t? 

MORGAN: I’m just keeping it real, Theo. But.... If you’re 
offering.... 

Theo smiled, changing the subject, but somehow lately 
they kept coming back to sex talk. He guessed men never 
really changed. As teens, locker-room conversation always 
revolved around who was getting laid. He’d been more of an 
observer than a participant, guessing pretty early that his 
interest in some of the seniors getting changed wouldn’t be 
a popular topic of conversation. 

Morgan wasn’t shy. He’d talk about anything and 
everything. If they ended their evenings together, tucked up 
in their beds while they chatted, sometimes the 
conversation made Theo throw back his covers. Morgan 
could make it hard to breathe. 

MORGAN: Help me out here. 

THEO: What’s up? 

MORGAN: Don’t make me spell it out, Theo. 

THEO: Oh. 

MORGAN: Just talk dirty for a while. 


THEO: Blue-sky thinking. Thought shower. Full spectrum 
leadership. 

MORGAN: NOT corporate dirty. Sex dirty. 

THEO: | wouldn’t know where to start. 

Morgan was a relentless tease, encouraging Theo’s 
mind down a one-way street that left him half hard and 
aching inside before he’d back off, laughing, keeping things 
light. As the weeks passed, Theo found himself thinking 
about Morgan throughout the day, and his nighttime 
thoughts about the man seemed somewhat safer than 
dwelling on Peter. He couldn’t even replay the last time they 
were together without feeling his chest constrict—what 
Peter wanted from him still seemed impossible. 

MORGAN: Just tell me what you like. 

MORGAN: Go on. 

MORGAN: If you won't, I will. 

THEO: Kissing. 

MORGAN: YUM 

THEO: | miss kissing. And running my fingers through 
someone's hair, or underneath his shirt; | miss that too. 

MORGAN: Touching. 

THEO: Yeah, touching. Touching everywhere. 

MORGAN: Anywhere. 

THEO: | like a handful of ass and a neck to suck. 

MORGAN: What about a dick? 

THEO: | could be persuaded. 

MORGAN: Damn, Theo. 

Sometimes the temptation to ask Morgan for his cell 
number felt like an invisible rope around his insides, tugging 
at him. He remembered when Morgan walked him through 
selecting an app for his cell so they could chat while away 
from their computers. Theo asked then if it wouldn’t be 
easier to text each other instead. Morgan declined. 


MORGAN: You don’t really want to give me your 
personal information. At least your e-mail address is 
relatively anonymous. | could be a psycho, Theo. 

THEO: You mean, | could be a psycho. 

MORGAN: I’ve been wrong before. Let’s stick to chat. 

So they did. 

They talked every single day. It didn’t matter if Theo was 
at work; he stopped whatever he was doing the moment he 
felt his cell phone vibrate. Sometimes Morgan had a lot to 
say and couldn’t wait until the evening to talk with Theo. 
Sometimes he had nothing to say, only offering a “Hey” 
followed by silence. Theo wondered then if Morgan was 
missing his boyfriend—it was the one subject Morgan 
wouldn’t talk about. Theo chatted to himself when that 
happened, describing his interns’ blossoming love until 
Morgan’s mood improved. 

Whatever the reason for the contact, Theo was happy to 
waste time with a virtual stranger. Sometimes he forgot 
what he was doing, finding himself seated in the cafeteria, 
on his own, with an untouched plate of dessert in front of 
him and no memory of getting it. Once, he burst out 
laughing at something so disgustingly dirty Morgan 
suggested, only to look up from his desk—cheeks pink, balls 
tingling—to find Evan grinning back at him. 

Theo watched him whisper in Joel’s ear after he left the 
office, and the sight of the taller man’s eyelids closing as 
Evan started talking made Theo even happier. He described 
it later to Morgan. 

MORGAN: Oh fuck yes! Someone breathing in my ear. 

MORGAN: WANT. SO. BAD. 

Theo stood at the bottom of the same ladder that his 
father had used his entire life to maintain their home, and 
remembered jerking off to the thought of kissing and 
touching while someone—Morgan?—whispered warmly in 
his ear. 


Theo wanted too. 


Later, Theo was glad that he hadn’t noticed the newly 
framed photograph on the living room mantelpiece sooner. 
It had been an almost perfect day at the lake house. If he’d 
noticed the photo any earlier, he might have found it hard 
to stay for dinner. 

As it was, he had a better time with his parents than he 
recalled having in a long, long while. His mom settled with 
one of her huge jigsaw puzzles after dinner. They worked 
together in comfortable silence for a while, their search for 
straight edges only broken by the click of his dad’s camera 
shutter. Theo watched him focusing the camera carefully, 
using a tripod for once, and considered getting him a digital 
camera for Christmas. His photography had always been 
excellent. His dad’s eye for composition was really 
something special. Theo had neither the eye nor the 
patience to figure it out for himself. 

“It’s all about the rule of threes, son,” his dad always 
said, explaining that a photo with interest in one third of the 
shot was much more effective than a photo crammed full of 
detail. Theo nodded, having no idea what his dad meant. 

When Theo stood to stretch, using the fireplace mantle 
to balance, he saw the new photo and his breath caught— 
shock and surprise tightening like a vice around his chest— 
leaving him feeling winded. 

His dad only ever used black and white film, and the 
effect captured the depth of Ben’s irises completely. He 
looked amazing—so familiar, so handsome, so full of life. His 
face filled the left third of the frame, and his eyes were 
looking to the side. He was half smiling. It was his “I’m 
thinking about kissing you” expression. 

Theo touched one fingertip to Ben’s lips and gulped 
back a sob. 


He wouldn't cry. 

No fucking way. 

Not at his parents’ house. 

Stumbling out to the kitchen, vaguely aware of his 
mom’s face, drawn and white with worry, Theo repeatedly 
splashed his face with cold water. When he was done with 
wiping his face dry, his dad was waiting for him, urging him 
to follow him up the stairs. Theo followed, even though he 
felt like getting in his car and driving home right away. 

He gulped again. 

Just a year ago, he would have pointed the car right at 
the fucking lake and kept on driving until the pain stopped. 
He’d spent the same weekend the year before in bed, 
ignoring the phone and the repeated fucking buzz, buzz, 
buzz from his front door. He trailed after his dad, 
remembering how he’d stumbled across the online debate 
forum after a completely miserable weekend and proceeded 
to spend the rest of the night lost in other people’s points of 
view. It had been almost like having half a conversation, and 
that was about all he could manage for a while. 

His dad headed for Theo’s old bedroom, which looked 
like any other guestroom now. When he pulled open the 
closet, Theo saw that the internal walls were still papered 
with cowboys and bucking broncos. He sat on the bed while 
his dad pulled out album after album of his photographs. He 
spoke quietly as Theo flipped the pages. 

“You know your mother is a little overwhelmed about us 
going to Italy.” 

Theo nodded. He felt a little overwhelmed himself. 

“I should have intervened much earlier, Theo.” 

Theo shook his head. There was no point rehashing his 
mom’s reluctance to accept Ben. He’d never understand it— 
never—but they had to move on. 


His dad’s voice got a little stronger. “I always admired 
the way that Ben never gave up trying. | guess | understand 
why we didn’t see him with you very often.” Theo sighed 
heavily, remembering all those meals, stilted with silence, 
while he imagined his mom thinking of different ways to 
phrase “You're too old for my boy.” 

“He seemed very fond of you, son.” 

Fond. 

That was one word for it, Theo guessed. He turned some 
more pages, almost smiling at photos of himself in the late 
1970s with tragic haircuts. He did smile at pictures from the 
"80s. He thought he looked so cool back then. “This was 
when | first figured out | was gay.” He pointed a picture out 
to his dad. He stood next to a boy he used to pal around 
with when he was young. 

His dad expressed surprise. “You mean John and Sue’s 
boy is gay too? He’s married with four boys now, son.” 

Theo snorted, then said, “We were on our way into 
Seattle, remember? You took us to the movie theater?” His 
dad nodded. “We watched Risky Business and | fell in love 
with Tom Cruise.” His dad burst into laughter. “Head over 
heels, Dad. It was terrible. | couldn’t sleep; | couldn’t eat. He 
was all | could think about.” 

“Oh my God, Theo, is that why you watched Top Gun all 
the time? We thought you wanted to join the Air Force.” 

“Well”—Theo nodded—“the thought did have its own 
appeal.” 

“What are you boys so happy about?” his mother asked 
as she joined them. 

Theo and his dad caught each other’s eye. They both 
laughed again before saying, “Nothing!” in unison. 

She came and sat beside Theo, pulling an album onto 
her lap. Theo was a small child—maybe two years old—in 


these photos. He was in his mother’s arms in every single 
shot, fingers curled in the hair right behind her ear. 

“She couldn’t put you down ever, Theo. You’d scream 
bloody murder.” Theo shrugged. Nodding, his dad nudged 
him in the side before adding, “Do you even remember your 
first day at school?” Theo shook his head. He really didn’t. 
“You screamed the place down. You did it every single day 
for a whole week.” 

His mom made a tetchy sound before saying, “We were 
very close, that’s all. Lots of children cry when they start 
kindergarten.” 

Theo paged through photos of his early years, 
wondering what Ben would have made of his mom's 
perspective. Looking back, he considered if that was why 
Ben was so very tolerant of her obvious disapproval. Maybe 
he saw what Theo only now recognized in these old photos: 
His mother adored him. She shone with it. Theo had hated 
the way she clammed up around Ben, who used to rub the 
tension from his back later when they got home, saying, 
“She is your mother, baby. No one would be good enough.” 
He conveniently omitted mentioning his own mamma, 
waving them off from Milan, crying and smiling. 

She opened another album. This one was much more 
recent. It amazed Theo how his dad had managed to take so 
many candid shots without being obvious. It was full of 
pictures of him and Ben—walking back up the dock, sitting 
in the kitchen shelling peas, warming their hands in front of 
the fire—average, everyday stuff. Considering that Ben had 
stopped coming to his parents’ home, apart from very rare 
occasions, years before, there were a lot of photos. 

In one of them, Ben’s expression was stern, making him 
look his age. His mom trailed a finger across the bottom of 
the photo, sounding uncertain—wary—as she said, “I think 
this is how | always saw him.” Theo stiffened, suddenly 
choked with angry words—years’ worth, fucking years’ 


worth of words. His dad squeezed his knee, silently asking 
him to stay calm. 

“But this is Ben, your Ben, right?” She turned the page. 
Ben’s eyes were merry, the creases at their corners 
feathering upward. “And here, also?” She flipped another 
page. Ben was turned toward Theo, who was engrossed in 
conversation. Ben’s expression was soft and loving, his eyes 
limpid. 

“He loved you too, Theo.” 

Theo nodded, then put his arm around his mom, 
tangling his fingers in the hair behind her ear. 

His voice was hoarse. “Yeah.” 

He slung his other arm around his dad. 

“Yeah, he did.” 

They looked through the rest of the photos together. 

When he spoke to Morgan later, he explained that the 
hardest thing for him was leaving all those photos at his 
parents’ house. 

MORGAN: You wanted to bring him home? 

THEO: Yeah. 

THEO: So much. 

MORGAN: Why didn’t you? 

THEO: Hanging on hurts more now than letting go. 

MORGAN: You need to say good-bye. 

THEO: | don’t know what I need anymore. 

MORGAN: That’s okay, Theo. | do. 


ww Teren 


Maccıe was on a mission. 

Theo recognized the signs: She was determined to talk 
to him about Morgan, ignoring all his attempts to keep their 
conversation professional. 

“Yes, yes, | heard you the first five times, Theo. You 
aren’t going to tell me anything because,” she made air 
quotes before adding, “there’s nothing to tell.” 

She walked around his desk, nudging at his chair with 
her knees until she wriggled herself between Theo and his 
paperwork. “Now, tell me everything.” Resisting Maggie was 
futile, Theo decided. Just as resisting Morgan was. He’d had 
a morning full of messages from the man. 

MORGAN: What are you doing now? 

MORGAN: And now? 

No detail seemed too boring. Theo was starting to 
wonder if Morgan actually ever went to work himself. 

MORGAN: | can work from bed. It’s very civilized. You 
Should try it. 

MORGAN: So... what are you doing now? 

Between Morgan and Maggie, Theo’s day was 
completely unproductive. He left his phone on his desk, 
grabbed a folder of notes from a meeting, and took refuge 
in the archive room. Evan looked up, blinking, as he pushed 
the heavy door open. “Don’t mind me, Evan. | just need... 
um....” He looked around, then caught Evan’s smile and 
smiled back, shrugging. “I just need some peace.” 


Evan rolled his eyes, making space at the counter for 
Theo’s folder of papers. As they read in comfortable silence, 
Theo couldn’t help noticing that Evan was working on 
something that he could complete at his desk. For a 
moment, his old concerns about David Daly’s son lapped 
around his ankles. “Is everything all right, Evan?” He 
gestured toward his work. “Can’t you do that at your desk?” 
He would be surprised, and a little sad, if Joel had reverted 
to his previous intense attention. 

He watched as Evan reddened. The bright florescent 
light made his hair seem almost silver, and Theo was sitting 
close enough to notice that he had a faint spattering of 
freckles across the bridge of his nose. It was a shame, Theo 
thought, that there wasn’t a masculine word for pretty. Pink- 
faced Evan would suit it perfectly. 

When the blond smiled up at him, his expression was 
almost embarrassed. “I can’t seem to concentrate.” He 
colored up a little more. 

“Me either.” 

Evan’s eyes fell to Theo’s tie, then lifted again as he 
said, “Yeah, | can tell.” When Theo protested that he 
couldn’t see anything wrong with his choice of clothes, Evan 
sighed, shaking his head. 

“What are you doing tomorrow?” At Theo’s shrug, Evan 
added, “I’m helping out at Aiden’s store. You should come 
by and see me.” His fingers trailed up Theo’s tie as he shook 
his head, blond hair falling forward. “Maybe you could get 
your sight tested at the same time.” 

Theo’s laugh masked the sound of the door opening 
behind him. Evan’s heightened flush was the only indicator 
that they had company. As he turned, Theo noticed Joel 
standing in the doorway, smoothing an uncharacteristic 
frown into equally un-Joel-like blankness. 

“Evan, why don’t you go and use my desk? | won’t need 
it for a while.” Yeah, a little time with Joel might be a good 


idea, Theo figured, as Evan suddenly released his tie. The 
taller man looked away, jaw jutting, purposefully staring 
anywhere but at Evan. 

Once he was gone, Joel huffed out a breath. Theo bowed 
his head over his notes, giving him some space. Ben had 
been so similar. If he had shit on his mind, he’d puff and 
blow, no matter how many times Theo asked what was 
wrong. Sometimes he used to lose his temper with Ben, 
demanding to know what the fuck was up. 

“Maybe I'm enjoying being pissed, tesoro. It’s nothing 
personal.” 

Ben didn’t get that his moods colored Theo’s days, 
painting them dull gray when his face was lined with rare, 
stern disapproval. It was a family trait that he’d watched 
play out over and over whenever they went home. All of the 
de Luca brothers were loud and obvious when they were 
annoyed. Theo used to ask what their deal was, wanting to 
make things right, hating the sullen tension, followed by 
firework bursts of noisy temper. 

“Nothing. Something, maybe? Who knows? It’s not for 
you to worry about, baby. Some people shout, some people 
withdraw from conflict, others run right up to it. Maybe 
shouting is healthier?” 

So, Theo didn’t ask what was up with his taller intern. 
He made notes instead, while Joel crashed about, dropping 
boxes and slamming them back onto shelves. Eventually he 
settled on the stool next to Theo, sighing. 

“What were you talking to Evan about?” 

“| thought we already had the ‘private conversations 
stay private’ talk, Joel. You know how | feel about respecting 
confidentiality.” 

The kid looked so miserable. 

“Look, it was nothing. Apparently | still can’t dress 
myself.” Theo gestured at his tie. 


“What’s wrong with what you’re wearing?” 

“Exactly!” Theo laughed. Eventually Joel smiled too 
before apologizing while scrubbing at his face. 

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” 

Taking pity on him, Theo shared that he was going to 
get some expert fashion advice over the weekend. Joel 
shuddered in sympathy. 

“Maybe we’ll see you too, Joel. Evan might prefer 
helping someone his own age to shop.” They made 
tentative plans to meet around lunchtime, Joel making it 
clear that he would come if he didn’t have anything better 
to do. He didn’t fool Theo for a moment. Changing the 
Subject, he spoke to Joel about work for a while. When he 
eventually finished his own notes, he headed back to his 
office, only to find Evan standing at the door, looking 
worried. 

“What’s up, Evan? Why aren’t you....” He stepped past 
the smaller man who hovered in his way, only to see Maggie 
slam his phone back down on his desk. 

“Maggie!” 

“Don’t worry, Theo. | won’t bother you about your love 
life anymore.” She skirted around his desk. “And don’t 
blame Evan. He just let me know that your phone was 
chiming non-stop. | was going to bring it to you.” She did 
her very best not to giggle, backing out of his office. 

As she shut the door behind her, Theo glanced at 
Morgan’s latest message before groaning and resting his 
head on his desk. 

MORGAN: Come back to bed. | miss your dirty, dirty 
mouth. 

Maggie’s final comment rang in his ears. 

“No wonder you’ve been so happy lately.” 


THEO thought about happiness the next day as Evan draped 
ties that all looked pretty similar around his neck. His 
brother, Aiden, leaned against the dressing room door, 
practically filling the whole doorway, sucking the oxygen out 
of the small mirrored room. He exuded happiness every 
time he looked at his brother. 

Theo felt a little dizzy as he watched Aiden’s glossy, 
dark curls catch the light when he bent to retrieve a fallen 
tie, then fold it carefully, his huge—seriously, everything 
about the man was supersized—hands strangely graceful. 
Add in the way his catlike eyes tilted up at the corners when 
he smiled, and Theo almost found himself wishing he was a 
decade or so younger. 

Damn. 

He’d recognized Theo right away, striding across from 
his place behind the counter, extending his hand. Aiden had 
matured into a wide-shouldered, fine-looking man, his 
expression only marred by the ingrained furrows in his brow. 

“Mr. Anderson? How are you?” His grip was strong. Theo 
resisted the urge to rub the circulation back into his hand 
once it was released. 

“Please, it’s Theo, and I’m good, thanks.” He looked 
around the store. “Is—” Aiden interrupted him. 

“Im sorry about my brother, Theo. He’s set aside a 
dressing room for you, and I’m guessing by your expression 
that isn’t a great thing.” Evan’s brother shrugged, then 
smiled, his whole face lighting up. “He’s been so excited all 
morning. | know you’ve done so much for him already.” He 
held up his palms. “Don’t try to deny it. | figured you didn’t 
have to give him the intern spot, but it’s been such a great 
experience for him after....” The big man swallowed, his 
face momentarily twisting. 

“Your dad would be very proud of him, Aiden. And proud 
of you too—look at this place!” Aiden gave him the grand 
tour, explaining how he’d started the business, on paper, as 


part of a college-course requirement. He sourced the 
clothing he sold from Europe and had moved on from a 
Small online store he’d run from his dorm room to the store 
he owned today. 

“It’s taken every spare minute. Sometimes I’ve felt like | 
haven’t had enough time for Evan.” 

“He seems to be doing just fine, Aiden. You both do.” 
Theo couldn’t help thinking that their father would be 
pleased with how his boys had turned out. 

“Well, I've never seen Evan the way he’s been lately. 
He’s made some nice friends, and it’s great to see him 
going out sometimes instead of always keeping Mom 
company.” Theo wondered just how much Evan shared with 
his brother, then had his unasked question answered. “So, 
do you think this Joel dude will ever man up and ask him 
out? If he’s waiting for Evan to get his ass in gear, he’ll be 
waiting for fucking ever.” 

“Aiden!” Evan’s face flamed as he crossed the shop 
floor. He guided Theo toward the back of the store, where 
they spent a not-too-horrible hour together amassing a pile 
of shirts and ties. 

“All of these combinations coordinate, boss. You won’t 
even have to think about it when you get dressed.” Evan 
looked pleased with himself, then shook his head as his 
stomach rumbled loudly. “It’s time for my break. Do you 
want to come eat with me?” 

Theo said goodbye to Aiden, noticing his professionalism 
as pretty girls crowded around him. When the tall man 
looked at Theo and winked, Theo walked right into a rack of 
Shirts. 

Evan’s laugh brought him back to the moment. 

“Oh my God, not you too? Everyone loves my brother.” 
He grabbed Theo’s sleeve, pulling him into the stream of 
shoppers heading toward the food court. “I just wish he had 


someone for himself.” Theo thought Evan’s expression was 
speculative. 

“He seems like a good man, Evan. Good looking too. But 
don’t even go there. He’s far too young for me, even if he 
was interested....” He stopped himself, deciding that no one 
needed to hear their boss lust after their probably straight 
big brother. 

“That’s bullshit. He’s twenty-six. What are you? Thirty- 
five? There’s nothing wrong with that.” 

“I’m forty-one, and there’s a lot wrong with that, but 
thanks. Most days | feel around a hundred. Come on, let’s 
eat.” 

They crossed the busy mall, heading for the food court. 
Theo looked ahead, wondering if Joel would be waiting. He’d 
turned out to be very patient—so much more so than Theo 
had been at the same age. But his patience was paying off, 
Theo figured. Evan seemed as interested in him now as Joel 
had been in the blond right from the start of their internship. 

Sometimes, Theo guessed, it was worth taking things 
Slowly. 

He was scanning the faces of diners when his phone 
chimed. He’d ignored some messages while trying out 
clothes. He scrolled through them quickly. 

MORGAN: What the hell? 

MORGAN: It’s the weekend, Theo. 

MORGAN: You’re mine on the weekends. 

MORGAN: Don’t make me come and find you. 

Smiling, he looked up just in time to see Joel saying 
good-bye to another man. He focused on his taller intern’s 
face as the other guy headed over, brushing past Theo on 
his way toward the parking lot, exchanging a quick “Hey” 
with Evan. Theo stepped back, letting him through, vaguely 
aware of dark eyes and a deep crease between the man’s 
eyebrows as he concentrated on something he carried. 


Evan nudged Theo, saying, “Look! It’s Joel!” His surprise 
made Theo snort as he watched him hurry over to Joel’s 
table. Theo took his time, taking in the way that Joel pulled 
out a seat for Evan. The two men talked animatedly, leaning 
in toward each other. 

Theo messaged Morgan: 

THEO: Hmmm... decisions, decisions. 

THEO: | can spend some time with two hot boys who 
have love on their minds. 

THEO: Or | can spend time with you. 

MORGAN: Get your ass home. 

Theo drove quickly. 


Days passed in a haze of late-night online conversation and 
heated debate on the forum. Theo was sure that he 
accomplished his objectives at work; he just couldn’t recall 
any of them. He could recall pretty much every word 
Morgan shared. The man had led an interesting life. 

MORGAN: We traveled a lot. 

MORGAN: I guess I’ve never stopped. 

MORGAN: This is the longest I’ve ever lived in one city. 

Theo lay back in bed, imagining sun-weathered skin and 
luggage covered in flight stickers. Later, while watching 
CNN, he squinted at an international correspondent—one 
he’d admired for years, who won prizes for his footage from 
some of the world’s most dangerous destinations—and 
imagined he was Morgan. 

THEO: Who do you picture when you think of me? 

MORGAN: Papa Smurf. 

THEO: Do you have a camera in here somewhere? 

MORGAN: Yes, Theo. | watch you jerk off to smurf porn 
every night. 


Their conversations always seemed to end up with Theo 
in the same place—in his bed, rocking with laughter, trying 
to ignore the semi he perpetually had going on. Morgan 
wasn’t shy. He broached the subject with increasing 
frequency. 

MORGAN: Dude, while your description of Full Soectrum 
Leadership is fascinating, | am jerking off right now. 

He often gave Theo a play-by-play. The rights or wrongs 
of getting off to an Internet stranger’s commentary stopped 
seeming weird after the first few almost-guilty orgasms. 

MORGAN: You know I would get done a lot faster if you 
talked dirty to me again. 

MORGAN: Friends help friends get off. 

Stroking himself off became a pretty usual end to their 
evenings together. The other man could jump from debating 
oil-price manipulation to how much he liked having his balls 
sucked in a way that left Theo breathless, his head filled 
with images. Sometimes Morgan got done fast, then helped 
Theo out. 

MORGAN: I know what you're doing right now. 

MORGAN: Listen, l'Il tell you how to do it right. 

MORGAN: Go grab one of those ties your pretty boy E 
made you buy. 

Theo read Morgan’s instructions, half smiling, half 
groaning. Stroking himself to full hardness didn’t take too 
long when he had the world’s filthiest mouth at his disposal. 
He read as Morgan told him to kneel by the side of his bed. 
Why that instantly made Theo get a little harder, he couldn’t 
have explained. When Morgan told Theo to wrap the tie 
around the base of his dick, he shook his head. 

MORGAN: Loosely, Theo. I’m not into kinky shit. 

MORGAN: Unless it involves smurfs. 

Following Morgan’s instructions, he licked the stretch of 
Skin between his thumb and finger. 


MORGAN: Get it good and wet. 

When he jacked himself, concentrating on the head of 
his cock, the tight, slick strip of skin he’d wetted caught 
repeatedly on the underside, making him shudder with 
pleasure so pure it almost hurt. It was, Theo thought 
afterward, intensely erotic. 

He read Morgan’s words, hearing them as an internal 
whisper. 

Keep going. Faster, Theo, faster. Now slow it down, 
babe. That’s right. Just like that. Yeah, just like that. Spit in 
your palm. Do it now, Theo. Right now. Spit in your palm and 
wrap yourself up good and tight. Keep your fist still, Theo. 
Are you close? Yeah? Fuck your fist. | want to think about 
your ass clenching and thrusting, fucking me. Are you 
there? Can you feel it in your balls? Rub them with the tie. 
Do it. Silk against your skin down there is magic, right? 
Coming? Pull the tie off, Theo. Pull it off your cock real slow. 

Theo braced against the side of the bed, grunting, 
spunk spattering onto a gray silk tie and the strip of cherry 
flooring between the rug and his bed. Collapsing, face 
turned sideways, Theo read Morgan’s last message. 

MORGAN: You’re welcome. 

He slept, smiling. 


THEO looked at the instructions spread across Maggie’s 
kitchen table. 

“You do realize that a tree house is meant to be, like, up 
in a tree, right?” 

Maggie’s husband, Mike, rolled his eyes. “Tell me about 
it, friend. What can | say? She’s all about the safety.” He 
tilted his head to one side, squinting before saying, “We 
could build a platform for it to stand on, and maybe make a 
rope ladder.” 


Maggie threw a dishcloth at him. “No platforms. No 
heights. No emergency room visits.” Her balled fist waving 
under his nose made Theo smile. The toddler hanging onto 
his leg started to climb, so he bent, scooping her up, tickling 
her until she almost twisted out of his grip. 

“Okay,” he agreed as he popped the child back onto the 
floor. “No platform, no tree, no rope ladder.” Gathering up 
the boxes of screws and bolts, he and Mike headed out to 
the back yard. They worked together companionably, laying 
out the wooden partitions and planks in the order that 
they’d be needed. Theo never minded working on projects 
with Mike. He was easy company. 

They carried the last of the wood out from the garage. 

“Mind your back, Theo. My life won’t be worth living if 
you hurt yourself on my watch.” His tone was light, but the 
concern in Mike’s eyes was clear. Theo explained his new 
exercise regime, and the physio classes he attended, to 
Mike. 

“It’s changed my life.” And it had. 

“Dude, something has, for sure.” Mike bit his lip, then 
added, “It’s good, Theo, really good, to see you doing well. 
Maggie can’t shut up about your mystery man. When are 
you going to put her out of her misery and introduce them?” 

Theo passed him a handful of bolts, taking a moment to 
look at the instructions again before answering. 

“I’m working on it.” 

“Well, get on that. Bring him over.” They started piecing 
the playhouse together, working quickly, fumbling their 
gloves off when they needed to tighten screws, their warm 
breath clouding in the cold air. 

Theo was working on it. There were only so many times 
you could come, abs painted with pearly puddles on an 
Internet stranger’s command, without needing their hands 
on your skin, their mouth on your throat, their voice in your 


ear urging you to fuck them through their own orgasm. 
Sometimes he wanted that so badly, he ended up begging. 

THEO: I’d make it good. 

THEO: I'd talk politics while we did it. 

THEO: I'd even talk.... 

THEO: Republican. 

MORGAN: Man, that’s almost tempting. 

Sometimes he'd lead up to the subject with a little more 
subtlety, sending Morgan a link to a back-to-back showing of 
movies by a director he’d commented on favorably. Once he 
pointed out an exhibition of photography Morgan had 
mentioned at the Seattle Art Museum. Surely meeting in a 
place filled with strangers would strip away any weirdness, 
wouldn’t it? They could talk, have some drinks, and walk 
away if they wanted to. 

MORGAN: I don’t want you to stop talking to me, Theo. 

THEO: Why would I? The others seem to manage okay. 

That was true too. A group of friends from their Internet 
forum had gotten together for someone’s birthday. The 
forum had been flooded with their photos—completely 
average-looking people having fun with ice cream cake. It 
fascinated Theo to match the names with faces. Some of 
them had been surprising—female where he had pictured 
male, smiling where he’d imagined scowls—but none of 
them looked like psychos. 

MORGAN: They never do, Theo. 

THEO: Please? 

MORGAN: Dude, if you aren’t Papa Smurf I’d be so 
fucking sad. Do you really want that shit on your 
conscience? 

He held planks together while Mike screwed them 
tightly, wishing that he could check his cell phone for 
messages. He’d e-mailed Morgan a list of concert dates that 


morning before he left home, along with a message asking 
what the worst was that could happen if they met? 

He thought about it a lot. 

He thought about it all the time lately. 

They might not be attracted to each other, he guessed. 
He could deal with that. The mental connection they had 
was incredible, amazing, like they had known each other 
forever. Morgan had dragged him from grief so deep he 
thought he’d drowned already. He would always be grateful. 

Always. 

Sometimes Peter crossed his mind. That was a mindfuck 
all right. Peter was hot, so fucking compassionate, and 
available. He wanted Theo. He wasn’t sure why, but he 
absolutely believed that the blue-eyed man wanted a future 
with him. It made no sense that Theo could only think about 
Morgan. 

He couldn’t help himself. 

Everything he heard, he framed in terms of telling 
Morgan. Every single almost-hand-touch his interns had in 
the office went right into his mental file of things to tell 
Morgan later. When he got together with friends—more 
often now, more easily too—he found that he introduced 
Morgan into their conversations as if he were real. 

He was real, to Theo. 

Very real, and very important. Increasingly so. 

Theo started every day with Morgan’s sleepy “Morning, 
idiot” in his inbox, and ended it after an evening full of 
argument and laughter with his hand down his sleep pants. 
He couldn’t shop without thinking of the man, or work out, 
or concentrate on the news. His head was full of Morgan and 
he just wanted more. 

He wanted to talk to him face to face. 

“Theo, | asked you to pass the drill.” Mike stared at Theo 
over the frame of the cabin they had half built. “Are you 


okay? You look a little spaced out there, man.” His 
expression was mirrored by Maggie’s later as they stood in 
the kitchen, watching through the window as the kids ran 
like crazy around their new wooden house. Both Maggie and 
Mike were amused. 

“Babe, he’s got it bad.” Mike patted Theo on the 
shoulder as his wife turned to look closely at them both. 

“Oh, Theo.” She shook her head, forehead creasing. 
“You need to meet him already.” 

“I’m doing my best.” And he was. He really thought he 
was. If wishes could make it happen, Morgan would be 
waiting for him when he got home, and he’d be perfect for 
Theo, filling his empty apartment with cutting wit and 
almost constant physical pleasure. 

Maggie wasn’t without her concerns, though. 

“What if he’s crazy?” 

“Yeah, that’s a definite possibility,” he agreed. 

“What if he’s not your type?” 

“Then we'll only hook up in dark places.” 

Mike choked on his coffee, cursing as he spilled it over 
the table, saying, “Just be careful, Theo.” 

If you thought too much about it, meeting someone you 
only knew from the Internet was dicey at best and 
downright dangerous at worst. He watched as hope and 
concern fought their way across his assistant’s face. 

“Theo, be reasonable. I’m not saying he will be an axe 
murderer but—” He interrupted Maggie before she could get 
too far along that thought process. 

“Just as long as he brings his big chopper with him, I’m 
down with it.” 

“That’s it. I’m canceling your Internet. You’re a danger 
to yourself.” Mike reached over and put his hand over his 
wife’s mouth. Theo thought he was extraordinarily brave. Or 
dumb. Maybe both. 


“Look,” Mike interjected while he had the chance. “One 
last question, then let’s change the subject, because I’m not 
sure if | can handle any more thoughts about you in the dark 
with someone’s huge chopper. What if he’s average, Theo? 
What if this man who you’ve been talking to for, how long— 
three or four months at the most?—is just an ordinary guy?” 

Maggie wriggled free before adding, “Mike’s right, Theo. 
What if, after all this time, he turns out to be nothing very 
special?” 

Turning to look out of the window again, amused at the 
way the children climbed the outside of the cabin and 
jumped from the roof, Theo smiled. 

“Oh, he’s special all right.” 

He thought that again later in the evening, after a long, 
hot shower which almost eased the dull ache caused by a 
day of manual labor. Morgan was special. 

Theo had been out all day and came back to many e- 
mails pointing out other people’s idiocy on the Internet. 
Morgan hadn’t sent him constant chats, respecting the fact 
that he would be busy with friends. Later, Morgan asked 
after them all, remembering the kids’ names, asking what 
they were like. Yeah, he was more than just a casual 
Internet acquaintance. 

So much more. 

There wasn’t anything Theo couldn’t talk to him about. 
The more he thought about it, the more Theo guessed— 
knew—that it was just a matter of time. They would meet, 
and the amazing chemistry they had would translate into 
real life. He was certain of it. 

Theo lay in bed, curled up around his laptop, waiting for 
Morgan to get back online, thinking about Ben. 

He could do that now, and he hardly ever felt like he 
used to. Before Morgan, he felt as if he stood at the bottom 
of a dam with hundreds of feet of concrete towering above 
him, holding back a world’s worth of water. If he didn’t keep 


leaning—shoulder pressed, shoving, scrambling for a 
foothold—against the wall, the weight of the water would 
carry him away. Grief was like that, Theo knew. It was too 
deep to describe and much too wide for one man to swim 
across on his own. 

Morgan leaned with him until he trusted that the wall 
would hold. 

He wasn’t turning his back on Ben; he never would. But 
he could walk away from the grief now. Maybe he’d dip his 
toes into the water from time to time. There would always 
be unexpected reminders and sudden squalls of temper, like 
storms along the coast, fast moving and unpredictable. But 
now he had Morgan. 

Yeah, now he had Morgan, a man just like him, who had 
been through tough times too and who had really lived. His 
experiences complemented Theo’s. They were well suited, 
and frankly, Theo felt so fucking lucky to have found him. 
Even with his annoying left-wing tendencies, even with his 
idealistic rhetoric, he was still a compelling human being. 
Theo couldn’t think of a single characteristic about the man 
that put him off. 

MORGAN: Hey Tool-Time-Tim. How’s life in picket-fence 
land? 

THEO: Hey. It was good. It’s better to be home. 

MORGAN: Of course it is. Home is where | am. 

THEO: My back aches now. 

MORGAN: I know you’re angling for a massage. 

THEO: Please don’t tease. | would pay you to come 
massage me. 

MORGAN: Why don’t you call up your tall boy to come 
work out your kinks? J, yes? 

THEO: Oh, | hope he’s too busy with E to come help. 

MORGAN: Maybe a little jealousy would encourage E to 
make a move. 


THEO: No way, | couldn’t do that to them. Besides, it’s 
Joel who needs the help making a move. 

MORGAN: Joel? 

THEO: Pretend | didn’t type that. I’m really tired. Yes, | 
think J took me too seriously when | told him to be 
professional. 

THEO: That rule only needs to apply at work. 

MORGAN: Joel Hudson? 

MORGAN: Oh! Is E Evan? 

MORGAN: Small world if it is. Joel’s a friend. 

MORGAN: Theo? You still there? 

Theo slammed his laptop closed, then staggered to the 
bathroom. 

He leaned over the sink, splashing his face with cold 
water over and over and over before scrubbing at it roughly 
with a towel. When he was done he leaned hard against the 
basin, staring at his reflection. 

A haunted man looked back at him, lips twisted tightly, 
brow deeply furrowed. The lines beside his mouth looked 
deeper than ever, the gray in his hair caught the light, 
glinting, mocking him. He felt sick. He felt so sick. Was this 
really happening? Had he been basing a fantasy life around 
one of his interns’ friends? 

How old were they? Twenty? Twenty-one years old at 
most? 

Theo stood at the bottom of the dam, his Morgan 
nowhere to be seen, and heard the concrete crack from top 
to bottom. 

He held his breath and waited to get washed away. 


CHAPTER, 
Fourbe . 


RevisitiNGc grief after he guessed that Morgan—his Morgan— 
wasn’t who he imagined him to be left Theo feeling vacant 
and stalled, where just the week before he had felt as if he 
was finally moving on. The loss he felt—why? Why? No one 
had fucking died—left him aching. 

Theo told himself to get over it already as he stared at 
the shadows crisscrossing his bedroom ceiling, willing sleep 
to take him away. But grief had a bite like a Great White 
Shark: Its teeth tilted backward. Once it took hold, it had you 
until the bitter end. Loss bit Theo hard, just when he 
thought he finally had a handle on the urge to wallow. 

Yeah, just when he thought he could walk at the same 
pace as the rest of the world, grief returned for a second go, 
kicking his legs out from underneath him, shoving him down 
into the dirt face first. 

Maybe once you experienced real loss, the feeling never 
left you. Maybe it just hid until you were vulnerable. Theo 
was reminded of when Ben finally quit smoking. He kept a 
pack of cigarettes in his nightstand drawer, taking them out 
from time to time just to smell them. Theo called him a 
masochist. Ben used to pull one of his Italian shrugs, 
eyebrows raised, saying that he needed a reminder of the 
agony of addiction to help him stay strong. 

Sometimes want, pure and sharp and barbed, would 
nearly overwhelm Ben. 

“It is better to keep the pain fresh, tesoro. Better a little 
constant ache than that whole raw agony again, no?” 


The night Theo guessed that Morgan was younger than 
he had ever imagined, he yanked open Ben’s nightstand 
drawer, going in two-handed, pulling out the contents— 
cufflinks, lube, postcards from friends, his mother’s rosary— 
scattering them across the bedroom floor until he found the 
crumpled red and white packet. He lit the first cigarette 
leaning over a burner on the kitchen stove, his eyelashes 
almost singeing in the sudden blast of heat, pulling on it 
until it was lit, then sinking to the floor. 

Back against the cabinets, legs spread out across the 
floor in front of him, Theo smoked—coughing, wiping his 
eyes, flicking ash on the tile—until he was down to the filter. 
Dousing the butt in the sink, he had one solitary moment of 
perfect, peaceful nicotine high before he staggered, hand 
over his mouth, making it to the bathroom just in time to 
puke. 

Eyes streaming again, he turned on the shower, filling 
the bathroom with steam as he viciously brushed his teeth, 
scrubbing the taste of bile and tobacco away. He didn’t 
wash in the shower. He just stood, head bowed, until the 
water ran cool. 

Maggie called him the next morning, worried that he 
would miss his first meeting, wondering if he was okay. She 
accepted his lie completely, mistaking his hoarse voice as 
strep, rather than the sound made by a fool—a fucking fool 
—who smoked the remains of a stale pack of cigarettes 
through the night, throwing up after each and every one. 

She accepted his lie for the next three days, adjusting 
his schedule, arranging for soup to be delivered, hoping to 
avoid his “sickness” for the sake of her kids. On the fourth 
day he guessed she couldn’t keep her concern to herself 
anymore. When his door buzzer sounded, he rolled over in 
bed, pulling the sheet up to his chin. He heard the creak of 
the front door opening, followed by her call, warning him to 
make himself decent. Maggie’s footsteps clicking along the 


hallway tile faltered as she reached the kitchen doorway. 
She ran to his room. 

“Oh, Theo.” 

He was okay, right up until he saw her. The moment she 
stepped into his room, just like she had all those months 
ago after Ben died, stepping over the wreckage that Theo’s 
devastated whirlwind temper had left behind, the weight of 
explanation crushed him. He slumped back across his bed. 

Her palm was warm across his forehead. 

“You're not sick.” 

He shook his head. 

Looking around his bedroom as if through her eyes, he 
noticed the mess he’d made. He didn’t remember pulling 
open each and every dresser drawer. He had no recollection 
at all of hauling every single piece of clothing he owned out, 
hurling them on the floor behind him as he searched. He 
only recalled the inner lurch and sobbed exhalation as he 
finally opened the last drawer—the one that held the least— 
and found Ben’s old pajamas. 

Maggie was kind and quiet, just as she’d been the first 
time, when she helped him out of bed, letting him lean 
when he stumbled as they made their way to the living 
room. She didn’t comment at his too-short pajama pants, or 
the rosary that wound around his wrist and fingers. Instead, 
she tucked him up in a blanket on the couch and then made 
him some tea. 

When she asked, “Ben?” Theo shook his head again, 
then nodded, finishing by letting out a weird, hopeless 
sound somewhere between anger and complete misery. He 
didn’t resist when she pulled his head down to rest in her 
lap. He just closed his sore, dry eyes, and sighed as she 
stroked his hair. 

“Your mystery man turned out to have an axe, right?” 

Theo kept his eyes shut tight. 


Arter Ben died, Theo’s mom found him a bereavement 
group. He went twice, then couldn’t take the understanding 
and sympathy any longer. Back then he couldn’t begin to 
grasp the fact that others who had lost gained anything by 
attending. He was raw, still bleeding inside, and their stories 
of resurgence after loss made him rage. He saved his 
temper for home, slamming around, tearing paperwork, 
breaking things, until the kitchen floor was a minefield of 
Shards and the study was heaped with drifts of ragged 
edged paper. 

Maggie had cleared it all away without comment. She 
took away his photo albums from the years before they 
started to store their shit digitally online, and shut the 
vacation souvenirs that had escaped his first hollow, ice- 
cold temper away in the laundry room cabinets, figuring 
that he wouldn’t think to look there. He was grateful she 
had protected so many of the things Ben had loved enough 
to ship home when she helped him set his home back to 
rights later. 

Some of his earliest memories after that first dark time 
were of his father sitting at his kitchen table, painstakingly 
gluing back together a fish-covered dish that Ben dickered 
for at the side of the street in St. John. He had loved 
Antigua, finding the climate, before the humidity kicked in, 
glorious. Ben smoked under the same palm tree every 
morning, smiling and chatting as the hotel staff shed their 
uniforms before retrieving the long, fine nets they’d 
stretched across the warm, almost milky-looking shallow 
water late the night before. 

During the previous summer, a hurricane had swept in, 
devastating homes, destroying schools, even lifting palm 
trees from the coast before dropping them across inland 
streets. Theo calculated rebuilding costs and made mental 
forecasts of project times as they drove along pitted dirt 


roads. Ben laughed, saying that he should add years to his 
forecasts and subtract millions of dollars from the cost 
because these people seemed more concerned with living 
than with planning. 

Later they danced with the hotel staff outside a bar built 
from corrugated sheets of metal and cinder blocks, wrapped 
in a haze of marijuana smoke, high on physical contact and 
cheap local beer. 

“Why rebuild when Mother Nature will just send another 
storm, baby? Maybe getting on with living is better than 
planning out a perfect life.” 

It was ridiculous, fucking ridiculous—pathetic even—to 
revisit grief, to weather another tree-lifting storm, over 
what? A figment of his imagination? An Internet stranger he 
hadn’t even met? Yeah, pathetic was right. Anger, hot and 
Slick, rose from his chest, pushing out between his ribs, 
piercing his skin. He’d been a fucking fool. 

Who did that? 

Who fell—and he had fallen, he could see that now, he’d 
fallen hard—for a faceless, filthy-mouthed, opinionated 
stranger? 

Who based their day, their perspectives, even their 
mood, on the whim of someone who might turn out to be a 
kid with an Internet connection and access to Wikipedia? 

The longer he spent staring at his own four walls, the 
easier it was to picture some kid like Evan or Joel, holed up 
in a college dorm room, getting off on the idea of a man—a 
grown fucking man old enough to be his father for fuck’s 
Sake—responding to his juvenile dirty talk. In hindsight, 
what he’d seen as left-wing rhetoric could easily have been 
a spoiled brat virtually stamping his feet, whining it’s not 
fair. 

When he thought back, Morgan’s online arguments 
could be defined as simplistic. Did he ever take the bigger 
picture into account until Theo pointed it out to him? Had 


his argument only developed once Theo showed him 
alternatives, sending him links, talking to him privately, 
endlessly, investing in a relationship no more substantial 
than smoke? 

Theo’s spoon clinked against his bowl of reheated soup, 
his hands still shaking as he watched Maggie walk across his 
kitchen. She sat across the table from him, her face drawn. 

“What happened, Theo?” 

He shook his head, unable to explain how something as 
ridiculous as an online friendship had ended with him 
feeling as he did at Ben’s cremation, like some terrible 
mistake had been made. He remembered—and it was his 
only clear memory of the whole day—sitting between his 
mother and father, wondering how come both he and Ben 
had died, but only Ben had a casket. 

It was wrong, he knew, to feel that old, awful ache 
again, which went so much deeper than his bones, over 
something so pointless and pathetic. It was wrong to worry 
Maggie, to wreck his home, to waste a single fucking minute 
thinking about a kid who had no idea what he’d done. 

“Please, Theo, tell me.” 

He shook his head again. 


He Lost days. 

He wasn’t sure how he managed to lose track so quickly. 
He remembered his mom calling—yeah, that definitely 
happened—but he had no recollection of what they talked 
about. Maggie stopped by, making sure there was food in 
the refrigerator, piling up his mail on the kitchen counter. 
Theo woke up one morning, certain he’d already spent too 
many days dwelling on conversations he’d had with a kid 
who was probably half his age. Working his way through the 
apartment room by room, setting his home aright, he 


realized that he had done this all before. He was back to 
square one. 

Desperate to escape his own head, he went back to the 
gym, grateful that Peter was away. If he had seen him, he 
would have taken him home and fucked him—anything to 
stop his brain from think, think, thinking about how empty 
his life was, first without Ben and now without his projection 
of Morgan. 

Peter didn’t deserve that. 

A fuck wouldn’t solve anything. 

Instead he worked out, went back to work, then fired 
Joel. 

It hadn’t been his intention to fire anyone. 

There was so much work to catch up on that Theo was 
trapped behind a wall of paper for most of the day. Maggie 
did her usual thing of shielding him from distractions, so 
apart from his staff meeting first thing, where he lied again 
about sickness, keeping his eyes averted from the interns, 
he hadn’t left his office. It wasn’t until the end of the day, 
when he was racing to meet a pressing deadline that he 
visited the archive room, thinking it would be quicker to find 
the files himself rather than explain to anyone else which 
documents he needed. Besides, everyone else except for 
Maggie had already left for the day. 

The archive room door swung open, revealing Evan up 
on the counter, leaning back on his elbows, eyes shut as 
Joel buried his face in his neck. Theo backed out 
immediately, but the image of Joel’s hand rubbing Evan’s 
dress-pants-covered erection as the blond arched under 
him, groaning, followed Theo back to his desk. 

He put his head in his hands. 

When Joel backed out of the archive room later, pink 
cheeked and loaded with boxes, Theo called him into his 
office. Joel stared, his face leaching of color as Theo told him 
to go clear his desk. By the time Evan came back from 


finishing his own work, Joel had already left. Theo swallowed 
as he saw the small blond’s face fall, then flush with 
confused anger. He wasn’t surprised when he tried to get 
Theo’s attention. 

Theo closed his blinds. 

Maggie was pissed off with him. She wasn’t quiet about 
it either. Nor did she listen when he told her that he was 
looking out for Evan, and that people weren’t always what 
they seemed. 

“But why, Theo?” she demanded. “Why Joel? | don’t 
understand. He’s such a help, so much fun, and a real hard 
worker. What do you mean ‘people aren’t what they seem’? 
You know he’s Evan’s boyfriend now, right? He’s so upset. 
What the hell did Joel do?” She walked toward him, making 
as if to come around to his side of the desk. 

He held up one hand, palm facing her, and then she left 
him too. 

One by one, the lights were shut off across the office, 
leaving Theo sitting alone in the dark. 


His parents were waiting for him when he got home. Instead 
of asking them in, he took them for an early dinner. 
Somehow he came up with conversation; at least he was 
fairly sure he did. His mom talked and talked. He had no 
idea what he might have told her during the week, so he 
sat, much like his father, smiling and nodding while she 
filled in their silent spaces. 

The server brought their order. Theo couldn’t remember 
what he’d ordered. His dad indicated which dish went 
where, then watched Theo as he plowed through his meal 
methodically. 

“You’ve lost weight, son.” Theo looked across at his dad, 
chewing, tasting nothing. He swallowed, then shrugged. 


His mother talked about people he didn’t know and had 
no interest in. Theo nodded and smiled, nodded and smiled, 
nodded and smiled. When his mom excused herself, his 
father gripped his feet under the table between his own. 

“What is it, son? What’s happened?” 

He wouldn’t accept Theo’s headshake as an answer. 

“Is it Ben? Is it work? Are you okay?” Theo knew what 
the last question meant. His dad had seen him at his worst 
after Ben’s death. He hadn’t been entirely rational. “Tell me, 
son, or I’m going to worry myself fucking sick.” His dad’s 
face was pale, and Theo wondered when he’d gotten so old. 
It was seeing his father’s hands shake as he reached across 
the table to hold his own, the same hands that had hauled 
him up from the ice so many times when he was a dumb kid 
who thought skating should be easy, that finally made Theo 
talk. 

He held his dad’s hand and said, “I met someone. He 
wasn’t who | thought. | was a little upset. I’m okay now.” 

“Who did you think he was, son? Tom Cruise?” 

Theo snorted, half sobbing, half laughing. He nodded, 
yes. 

“Who did he turn out to be?” 

It was a valid question. Theo didn’t know the actual 
answer. 

“I have no idea, Dad.” 

Watching his father suck in a breath, Theo took a 
moment to try to explain. Maybe if he could find the right 
words to describe what had happened, he might be able to 
get a grip on his thoughts. He still felt caught, trapped 
inside, as if a hurricane had blown up in the Gulf and had 
torn up the world he’d only just started to rebuild after Ben 
died. 

“I made a friend online. We talked so much that | 
thought | knew him. More to the point, | let him know me. All 


of me.” 

His dad’s voice was low. “Is that a bad thing, son? 
Letting people into your life? It’s been hard to see you so 
lonely.” 

He squeezed his dad’s hand again, trying to smile. “No, 
it would have been good, | guess, if l’d known... if ld 
guessed.” He shook his head, looking across at his dad’s 
confused, sweet face. “I think he’s a lot younger than me.” 

“So you can’t be friends?” 

Theo closed his eyes, remembering Morgan’s words: | 
want to think about your ass clenching, thrusting, fucking 
me. 

Fucking me. 

“Not now, Dad. I’m not sure friendship was exactly what 
he had in mind.” 

“Oh.” His dad’s cheeks pinked a little, and Theo felt 
badly. His dad had supported him right from the very first 
time Theo stood at the foot of his tallest ladder, asking him 
if it was okay to like boys that way. It hadn’t occurred to 
Theo as a thirteen-year-old to hide that shit. His dad always 
had the right answers. 

“Oh. Well, you and Ben seemed to manage just fine, 
son.” 

Theo felt his face twist. 
“Is it Ben? Do you feel guilty about liking someone 
else?” 

Theo had plenty to feel guilty about already without 
even starting to think about Ben. He considered Evan—so 
Slight, a bruised angel—then he thought about Joel—all 
idealism, breathtaking smile, and huge, huge heart—and he 
wondered just what he’d done. What had he been thinking? 
What a fucking mess. 

“Who feels guilty?” They both jumped at his mom’s 
voice. 


She sat again, looking between her men before settling 
her gaze on Theo. 

“Guilt is a terrible waste of energy, Theo. You can’t do a 
single thing with it. Not a thing.” She reached for their 
hands until all three of them were linked. 

“I don’t know what it is that you boys find to talk about 
the minute | turn my back, but please don’t dwell on guilt.” 
Her gaze flickered away, then returned to Theo. “Guilt 
means you know you made a mistake. Don’t live with it. Set 
things straight, as quickly as you can.” She nodded firmly. 
“Set things straight, Theo.” 

Under the table, his dad squeezed his feet. 


He Lert his parents at the restaurant, splitting a dessert like 
they always did, claiming that he had work to do. He took 
the long route back, listening to talk radio, hearing nothing, 
not wanting to go home. When he eventually pulled into his 
slot in the parking lot, he took his cell phone from his pocket 
and switched it on. 

Six missed messages since leaving the office. 

He didn’t need to read them. They were all from the 
Same person, and they would all say the same thing. 

Theo deleted them, then pulled a box of files from the 
trunk and headed on in. He made it through the apartment 
complex doors, shuffling the box from side to side to press 
the elevator button, then fumbled awkwardly for his keys 
when he reached his own front door. 

This time he didn’t lean on the buzzer. 

He knew he was on his own. 

Maybe, he thought, as he shoved the box of files onto 
his desk, he should be grateful to Morgan. Reliving loss for a 
second time had hammered home so completely the fact 
that Ben was gone. Although doing the same shit twice— 
having exactly the same reaction when he thought he would 


never have contact with Morgan again—filled him with guilt, 
it did highlight the fact that Theo could move on. Not yet, 
because Morgan would take some getting over, but one day, 
maybe, with someone who was real. 

What he felt for Morgan might have been imaginary, but 
it starkly highlighted shit he hadn’t dealt with after Ben 
died. 

Ben hadn’t ever been concerned about their age gap. 
Nine years was nothing as far as he was concerned. If the 
Subject ever came up, he laughed. It was a trifling difference 
in his opinion. Besides, he was energetic and fun loving. 
Why should a number define whether their relationship 
would work? 

That was the issue he found so hard to articulate, to 
Maggie, to his Dad, to anyone: Ben hadn't had the slightest 
concern about the difference in their ages. But he hadn’t 
been the one who had to live on, when living seemed 
impossible. He hadn’t had to wade through waves of despair 
that just kept on fucking coming. Fuck, no. He’d eaten 
whatever he liked, taken no exercise apart from dancing, 
and saluted Theo’s arrival home every single day with a 
huge glass of red wine. 

Oh, he quit smoking cigarettes, but he still smoked 
cigars with their friends, and they were with friends all the 
fucking time. He lived to enjoy himself, and fuck the 
consequences. Fuck them. 

This last week without Morgan had made Theo look at 
the age gap between him and Ben, and blame Ben for 
leaving him drowning. Considering, even for a split second, 
becoming involved with someone so much younger— 
potentially pushing him into such deep, dark water one day 
—made him so fucking anxious. 

What if Theo died and left someone behind? 

What if he died, leaving someone with even a fraction of 
the sadness he lived with? 


Theo would never willingly, purposefully, heartlessly put 
another human being in the same situation. He was pissed 
that Ben had, and that emotion wrecked him. It wrecked 
him. 

He missed him so much, but now he was angry too. 

That anger mixed in his head with the guilt he felt for 
missing Morgan. His Morgan. That loss was brand-new. It all 
swirled together, confusing him, making him crazy. 

Emptying his box of files with shaking hands, Theo 
powered up his laptop, hoping to hide in his work for a 
while. His e-mail loaded first, the page full once again, as it 
had been all week, with messages from Morgan. One by one 
he methodically moved them, unread, to a folder. 

His phone chimed. 

MORGAN: I miss you so much. 

Theo hit delete. 


CHAPTER, 
Tybee 


Alpen Davy pretty much blocked the light when Theo opened 
his front door the next morning. He hadn’t used the door 
buzzer. No, he thumped on the door, making the mirror on 
the adjoining wall shake, then stood with his arms crossed, 
light filtering through his curls, looking like some huge, dark, 
vengeful angel. 

Theo stepped back into his entranceway as Aiden took a 
step forward, hands sliding to his hips, expression 
malevolent. There was nothing amiable about this man; he 
looked so much more than pissed. When Aiden opened his 
mouth to speak, Theo almost expected to see sound waves 
—like a sonic boom over still lake water. Instead, he 
whispered, making Theo lean forward just a little, rocking on 
the balls of his feet. 

“One chance, Mr. Anderson. You have one chance to 
make things right.” He looked over his shoulder before 
speaking again. “Dad said you were one of the good guys. 
Don’t you fucking let him down.” 

He stepped back before Theo could think of a single 
word to say, revealing Evan standing a few feet behind him. 
Theo blinked as the brothers spoke quietly with each other 
for a moment, Evan’s face tilted up, weak winter sunlight 
slanting through his hair, haloing him. He looked like a slim 
teen, dressed as he was in pale ripped jeans and a baby- 
blue hoodie. It saddened Theo to see that he obviously 
wasn’t dressed for work. 


He watched as Evan’s bruised-looking eyes—shaded 
underneath with much darker gray than usual—slid toward 
him, then away again before he shrugged. Aiden watched 
his brother step into Theo’s apartment, then nodded curtly 
before walking away. 

Both Theo and Evan exhaled at the same time. 

“He didn’t want me to come.” The blond’s voice was 
clipped, restrained, as it had been at the start of their first 
meeting at Theo’s home, when he interviewed for the intern 
position. “He’s a little overprotective.” Evan looked Theo 
over, like he did at the office whenever Theo wore the wrong 
combination of stripes, plaids, and paisley. “Why are you 
wearing that?” Discussing fashion was completely beyond 
Theo right then. He stared down at his perfectly white 
button-down shirt teamed with a charcoal gray business 
suit. Even his tie was plain and gray. The kid had chosen the 
whole outfit, saying it was idiot proof. What could be wrong 
with any of it, and what the hell did it matter anyway? 

Even with his head blurry with exhaustion, he was pretty 
sure that Evan hadn’t come to his home at early o’clock in 
the morning to discuss his lack of interest in clothes. As bad 
nights’ sleep went, the last night had been extreme. He kept 
picturing Joel walking toward the elevator, clutching the box 
of his belongings—coffee mug, spare shirt, iPod, comb—as 
Theo watched his every move. The kid had looked dazed, so 
dazed, as if he couldn’t understand Theo’s words. Or believe 
them. He’d stopped at the elevator, turning to Theo, asking 
yet a-fucking-gain just what it was that he’d done. Theo 
remembered shaking his head. That seemed to be all he 
could reliably manage when it came to explanations lately. 

“Is it because I’m with Evan? Is that what this is about?” 
he’d asked. 

Theo shook his head. 

“What then, Theo?” he demanded. “I mean, why? | don’t 
get it. It must be Evan. Were you lying all those times you 


told me he was too young for you?” 

Theo shook his head so hard he almost felt his brain 
rattle. 

Joel had stepped up toward him, and if Theo had cared 
he might have been worried, because the man shook with 
shock and anger. “He’s with me now. Don’t you try anything, 
not a single fucking thing. You’re right. He is too fucking 
young for you.” Joel dropped his box and moved as if to 
storm back into the office, his face stark with anger-fueled 
anxiety. Theo grabbed his elbow, using the kid’s forward 
momentum to swing him around. 

He tried to find his voice, and when he finally did, it 
sounded like it belonged to a stranger—harsh and loud. 

“Don’t talk to me about whether I’m too old for anyone, 
Joel.” The elevator opened and he half walked, half shoved 
Joel into it, picking up his box and thrusting it into his hands 
before the doors shut. “Apart from Morgan, that is,” he 
added. “You can fucking talk to Morgan about how I’m too 
fucking old all you fucking like.” He lay in bed all night 
replaying the words, thinking that he probably could have 
slotted in a few more fuckings if he’d had time to think 
things through. 

He pictured Joel’s confused expression, over and over 
and over, as he asked, “Morgan who?” before the elevator 
doors finally slid shut. 

The following morning, “Who the fuck is Morgan?” was 
Evan’s second question for Theo, right after he asked, “Why 
are you wearing that?” 

Theo stood in his entranceway, wondering if he were 
still in his extended, night-long, anxiety-filled nightmare. In 
that almost-dream, Joel’s first words to Theo after he fired 
him had been filled with concern. Not for himself—never for 
himself. And not for Evan; that concern came next. No, Joel’s 
first words had almost made Theo take his own back. 


Theo had called him into the office, filled with icy fury 
that Joel knew the kid who had fooled him so completely. 
Theo was devastated, and lurched from feeling let down to 
feeling completely incandescent when he saw Joel with 
Evan. If Joel could meet Theo’s eyes knowing what he did— 
that he kept from him—who knew what lies he’d spun Evan? 

The Daly kid had been through so much already. 

Too much. 

Not only had he had to contend with a crappy start to 
life, shoved from an abusive foster home to a group home, 
but he’d settled into what looked like a perfect family, only 
to be the one to find his dad’s body. Death was ugly enough 
when it was expected; Theo couldn’t even imagine how the 
kid had dealt with his adoptive father’s suicide. 

Thinking that Joel might be a liar, there was no fucking 
way he could bear to see him anywhere near Evan, not 
while he had a Say in anything. 

That had all made perfect sense to Theo in the harsh 
light of day. 

During the night, Joel’s voice echoed in his mind 
relentlessly. It shook as he asked, “Theo, are you all right?” 
after he’d just been fired. That phrase, and hearing his 
confused tone as he asked, “Morgan who?” made Theo feel 
desperately tired. 

When Evan stepped right up to Theo in his own 
entranceway, his face white and angry, asking again, “Why 
are you wearing that? Where are you going?” only this time 
grabbing his tie, shaking it just as a puppy would, Theo 
blinked. 

“To work. I’m going to work.” 

His confusion and tiredness almost overwhelmed him 
when Evan shook his head, flicking strands of silver blond 
hair from his eyes. The kid sighed, then bit his lip and 
echoed his boyfriend from the day before. 


“Theo, are you all right?” His gray gaze softened. “You 
do know it’s Saturday, right?” 

Theo shook his head. 

He was Starting to think he didn’t know a fucking thing. 


“IF you don’t sit still, | will cut you.” 


Theo sat on a kitchen stool, towel wrapped around his 
shoulders as Evan snipped away at his hair. He wasn’t 
entirely sure how they had progressed from their awkward 
standoff in the entranceway to him sitting half-naked in his 
kitchen. Evan was like a force of nature. To be honest, he 
didn’t seem all that small anymore. The longer Theo sat as 
still as he could, the more space Evan seemed to take up. 
He filled Theo’s head. 

Once he admitted that he didn’t even know which day it 
was, Evan had taken him to his room, pointed at his bed, 
and told him, “Sit,” like he was a dog. So he did. He sat and 
watched as Evan pulled shirts and slacks from his closet, 
wrinkling his nose the whole time. 

“Where do you keep the clothes you wear on the 
weekends?” 

Evan huffed a little when Theo pointed at the clothes he 
had already dumped across his bed. He watched as the 
blond looked through the pile once more, grumbling under 
his breath as he did so. Theo was almost certain he heard a 
“No wonder you can’t get a boyfriend.” If he hadn’t been 
feeling so miserable, he might have smiled. While Evan did 
his thing, shaking out shirts and holding them up to the 
light, he asked Theo so many questions that he started to 
feel a little lightheaded. 

Laying back against his pillows, he gave Evan heavily 
edited highlights of the last few months, skipping the parts 
where he’d got off—coming harder than he could ever 
remember—to the typed instructions of some fucking kid. 


He did admit to building a friendship based purely on 
Internet argument and his own imagination, and he 
accepted completely that he’d been dumb to build an idea 
of a person—a partner, maybe—in his head around words 
typed into his chat box. 

When Evan slumped down onto the bed beside him, 
asking what the fuck any of this had to do with his 
boyfriend, Theo shrugged. 

“Morgan told me that he knew Joel. That’s when | 
realized | was probably around twenty years older than 
him.” 

“Well, Joel doesn’t know him. He doesn’t know anyone 
called Morgan at all.” Evan jutted out his jaw, challenging 
Theo to disagree with him. Theo had absolutely nothing to 
say. He closed his eyes as Evan insisted, saying, “He really 
doesn’t, Theo. He’s been racking his brains all fucking 
night.” He shook Theo’s knee until he opened his eyes. 
“Why did you give Joel an intern spot, Theo?” 

Theo thought hard before answering. “He seemed like a 
good person.” Evan agreed, bangs falling into his eyes as he 
nodded. 

“He is a good person. He’s amazing; he really is. He’s 
been worried sick, and pissed. Joel’s kind of hot when he’s 
pissed.” Theo watched as Evan shivered involuntarily before 
adding, “But most of all, he thinks he’s done something 
wrong, and he doesn’t have the faintest idea what. It’s not 
right, Theo, or fair. You should tell him about this Internet 
guy.” Theo closed his eyes again, sighing. “If you don’t, | 
will. If someone is saying they know him, and that’s left you 
thinking he’s an asshole, then he has the right to defend 
himself, doesn’t he? Doesn’t he?” 

Theo sighed. Evan was right. His own bruised pride had 
made him lash out. He reached forward, flicking Evan’s 
bangs to one side. “You really need a haircut.” 


“Don’t try to change the subject. If anyone needs 
restyling around here, it’s you.” Somehow the progression 
from bedroom to kitchen had been easy. Evan snipped away 
at Theo’s hair, explaining that his own style was cool, and 
Theo could be cool too. While he snipped, he probed 
relentlessly until Theo had told him pretty much everything 
there was left to tell. Evan didn’t seem like a know-nothing 
kid right then. He was an excellent listener, and Theo felt a 
little better. Still stupid for jumping to conclusions, but 
Slightly better all the same. 

“Go shower or you'll itch all day. I’m calling Joel. He 
needs to know this shit.” Evan’s calm pale-gray gaze was 
firm. When Theo dried off and walked back to his room, he 
found Evan had laid out an outfit for him—just jeans and a 
long sleeve T-shirt—and was sitting on the end of his bed, 
cross-legged, his voice low as he said, “No fucking way!” 
repeatedly into his cell phone. 

He left Theo to get dressed, then made him bend as he 
messed up his neatly combed hair into an altogether more 
relaxed look, adding a little of Ben’s old styling wax. 

“Joel wants to see you.” His stare was firm again. For a 
small kid, he was very commanding. “You need to tell him 
yourself that you made a mistake.” It had been a mistake to 
lose his cool and throw the kid out. It had been a really 
crappy decision. He felt so badly about it. 

“Okay. | need to apologize to him. | don’t know how to 
make things right, but lIl try. | believed someone who | 
didn’t really know. | should have believed Joel right away. It’s 
just....” He swallowed, then dragged in a breath. “I really did 
believe Morgan. | believed everything about him, and now | 
feel so dumb....” His phone chimed, interrupting him. 

MORGAN: Please talk to me. | miss you so much. 

“Why do you feel dumb, Theo? It sounds like you were 
really close. He was a friend. More than a friend, maybe?” 


Theo nodded. “Well, that has to hurt. Caring about people 
isn’t ever stupid.” 

Theo slumped, looking at his cell phone. 

MORGAN: I need to see you. 

“I must be dumb.” He looked at Evan’s pale, pensive 
face. “I miss him so much, and he’s not even real.” 

Evan might have been small, Theo figured, but he had 
so much hidden strength. When Evan hugged him, he held 
Theo up. 


JOEL was working at the shelter all day. The fact that he’d 
gone from being pissed and shocked at being fired, to 
helping other people twenty-four hours later didn’t surprise 
Theo. The only thing that surprised him was the way his 
interns seemed prepared to forgive the crappy way he’d 
acted. He found it very hard to forgive himself. He called 
Maggie while he stood by his car, watching the Daly 
brothers have a somewhat heated conversation outside his 
apartment building. Turning away, giving them a little 
privacy, he apologized the moment Maggie picked up. 

“I’m so sorry. | just... | am so sorry, Maggie.” 

“Theo Anderson, I’m going to kick your skinny ass.” He 
Snorted back a laugh that sounded like choking as his 
assistant continued, “I’ve been worried sick. Tell me you are 
making things right with those kids.” Theo agreed that he 
was. He was going to try, right now. “Now tell me what 
happened.” He gave her the short version, shoulders 
Sagging as she sighed down the line. “So, you think he’s 
younger than you? Does that really matter, Theo?” 

“It does to me.” 

“If he’s legal, | really don’t see what the issue is. You got 
along just fine, didn’t you? You said he was clever, and you 
never ran out of things to talk about, did you?” Theo huffed, 
agreeing grudgingly. 


“You should let him explain himself. That might clear up 
the supposed Joel connection at least. Morgan could still be 
a friend, Theo. He was so good for you.” He turned back 
toward the Daly boys, noticing the way Aiden pulled his 
younger brother in for a tight hug before letting him go. 
Maggie said, “We all need people, Theo. It doesn’t matter 
how we find the people who matter to us; it just matters 
that we hold on to them. Please don’t cut everyone off 
again. At least talk to Joel.” Theo promised that he would. 

On a day when Theo would have preferred traffic snarl- 
ups and all the lights to be red to allow him a little more 
time before facing Joel, they made good time instead. His 
tall intern was waiting at the shelter entrance, looking grim. 
Evan ran ahead, catching another hug. Theo took his time, 
dawdling along the sidewalk as he watched Joel’s face relax. 
He kissed Evan quickly, then picked him up and squeezed 
him until Evan’s laugh huffed out. Theo thought they were 
adorable, so completely perfectly suited for each other. He 
had no idea why he had worried so much. 

Putting his boyfriend down, Joel stepped up to Theo, his 
face sliding into uncharacteristic sternness again. 

“We will talk, Theo, but we’re having a crisis here today. 
I'll be with you just as soon as I’m free.” He turned away 
without waiting for an answer, heading for the office where 
Theo had left Ben’s clothes the last time he visited. 

Ushering him behind the counter, Joel indicated several 
archive boxes, lids barely able to contain their contents. 
“While you’re waiting, maybe you could make yourself 
useful. The accounts are a real mess. Adam will man the 
front desk. l'II be out back with Evan.” Theo blinked as Joel 
walked away without waiting for his agreement. He heard 
Joel yell, “Adam?” before his voice faded as the door to the 
break room swung shut behind him. 

Sighing, Theo pulled open the first box. It was crammed 
full of paperwork. At least this was something he could do. 


Numbers were so much easier than people. 

“They are aren’t they?” Theo jumped at the low voice 
behind him. He managed a small smile and nod when he 
realized he must have spoken aloud. 

“I’m Adam. | have no idea what I’m doing.” 

Theo’s smile widened a bit as he replied, “Oh, me either. 
I'm Theo. I’m just here to see Joel.” He shrugged, then 
indicated the papers he’d started separating into categories. 
“I think this is my penance.” 

Adam sat on the desk and picked up a stack of papers 
before saying, “Penance? Have you been very bad?” His 
voice was full of gentle humor. Theo’s eyes flickered toward 
him, then away again. 

“More dumb than bad, but anyway, you don’t need to 
help me. | can manage just fine.” He didn’t want to keep the 
man away from his own work. 

“Oh, we're all dumb from time to time. Just as long as 
we take it in turns, things usually work out okay.” Theo could 
hear the smile in his voice. “I’m not here often enough to 
have assigned work. | just do whatever I’m asked. I’m a man 
of few skills,” he added. 

Theo sat back a little, looking at the man as he sorted 
through papers, concentrating. The line between his brows 
was particularly pronounced. “Oh, I’m not sure the being 
unskilled part is true, Adam,” he said. “I saw you here once 
calming down a fight. You made that look easy enough.” The 
other man pushed his hand through his very short, dark 
hair, smiling down into his paperwork. 

“They don’t really want to fight.” His voice was a 
murmur. “They just want to feel that what little they have 
left is worth fighting for, you know?” He looked across at 
Theo, his dark eyes huge, his expression open. “We all have 
things that we want to hold onto, right? Things that are too 
precious to let go?” 

Theo guessed that everyone did. 


They got on with their work for a few minutes before 
Theo spoke again. “I saw you skate once too, with the kids 
who intern for me. You were good at that too.” He watched 
as Adam's pale skin flushed a little before he answered. 

“You saw that?” 

Theo nodded. “It looked like you were all having fun.” 

“It was fun. It was the first time I’d been out... for a 
while. It was good of Joel to ask me along. | didn’t know the 
others. | didn’t even know Joel that well. He’s very cool.” He 
snorted, then added, “Just don’t ever play cards with him.” 

They smiled at each other across the stacks of papers. 
Adam was a kind-looking man. Theo noticed the beginnings 
of laugh lines feathering up from the corners of his eyes. 
They made an interesting contrast to his pronounced frown 
line. “You cut your hair since the first time | saw you.” The 
moment the words were out, Theo wished he could haul 
them back in when Adam’s hand flew up as if he still 
expected to find long hair. “It looks good short,” he added. 
After a too-long moment of silence, Theo spoke again. “I’m 
having another dumb moment, aren’t |?” 

Adam shook his head. “No, not dumb. | just keep 
forgetting. | started to grow it out as soon as | left home— 
ten years is a long time. Pops was in the Marines. He used 
to buzz us every Sunday.” He shrugged. 

Theo thought of his own dad and the good relationship 
they had. “I’m sorry you didn’t get along.” 

Adam shook his head again. “Oh, we got along just fine. 
He died. | still miss him something fierce. | just thought long 
hair was cool. | wanted to look like Keanu Reeves.” 

He wet his lips a little when Theo asked, “So why get it 
cut?” 

“That’s a tough one to explain. | guess | wasn’t brave 
enough to keep it.” 


“PIL just shut up. Honestly, | can’t open my mouth for 
upsetting people lately.” Theo figured that if all those 
bruises he’d noticed the first time he saw Adam came from 
splitting up a fight at the shelter, he must be pretty brave. 

“It’s okay, Theo. It’s good to have someone to talk with. 
Maybe we should discuss politics while you’re on a dumb 
streak. What are your thoughts on the economy?” 

They talked and talked and talked as they plowed 
through the paperwork. At one point Joel returned, listened 
to Theo’s laughter and Adam’s gently mocking, “Only an 
idiot would think that, Theo. Try harder,” from the hallway, 
then turned and walked away, smiling. 

The morning passed quickly. 


LUNCH was eventful. Evan came and rounded them up just in 
time to each grab a bowl and sit at the communal table. 
Soup was ladled out, and bread was shared. Theo sat 
between two men. He didn’t know what to call them. 
Residents? Hobos? He felt uncomfortable for a few minutes 
until Adam sat down across from him. 

“How are you doing, friend?” Adam asked the man 
sitting to Theo’s right. They exchanged a few words, passing 
a little time together while Theo listened. Apparently the 
government was responsible for everything that was wrong 
with the world, according to his neighbor. Adam nodded, 
listening, encouraging what was more of a lecture than a 
conversation to continue. Next he turned to Theo’s other 
neighbor. “And you, friend? What’s new?” 

In the office, Adam had been opinionated—extremely 
so. Every time Theo’s mind wandered, worrying about 
talking with Joel later, Adam had distracted him. Some of his 
points of view were amusing, some controversial. He 
certainly hadn’t agreed in private with some of the things 


their lunch partners had to say. Theo took the opportunity to 
look at him properly while the man ate and listened. 

Adam’s skin was incredibly pale—milky white even. 
Maybe it just seemed so in contrast to his pitch black hair 
and eyes—and they were incredibly dark, many shades 
darker even than Ben’s deep brown. He looked slightly 
exotic, eyes slanted upward just a little like a cat’s, under 
eyebrows that were two long, neat black slashes. The crease 
between his eyes deepened from time to time as he listened 
—a habitual thinker, Theo guessed. 

When he smiled, he looked a little younger than his— 
what had he said? Twenty-eight years? His eyes flashed 
across to Theo as he laughed at something said up-table, 
catching him staring at his dimples. Two points of pink 
settled high on his cheeks as he concentrated again on his 
lunch. Theo kept his head down too. Soon it was time to 
clear away, everyone in a better mood for eating, it seemed. 

Someone brought out a deck of cards. Joel put his hand 
on Theo’s shoulder before asking if he would stay a little 
longer until he had some free time to talk. Theo nodded 
quickly. He wasn’t dreading speaking with his intern quite so 
much by then. Anyone who could see past other people’s 
mistakes—and he’d heard stories of theft, addiction, and 
abandonment of families across the table over lunch—and 
accept them, would probably forgive him his moment of 
madness. 

He wasn’t sure if he could forgive himself. He checked 
his phone quickly. No messages. Palming it, Theo leaned 
back and stared at the ceiling, wondering if he’d left it too 
late to message Morgan back. It wasn’t his fault that Theo 
had accorded their online relationship the kind of emotion 
average people saved for real life. 

Adam sat down with some coffee, pushing a cup Theo’s 
way. He nodded at Theo’s cell phone, resting now on the 
table. “Expecting a call?” Theo shook his head. A dude with 


dreadlocks came and sat with them, admiring Theo’s phone, 
asking about its features. They passed a little time, and 
Theo noticed again that Adam called everyone “friend.” Joel 
and Evan did also. 

“It’s what we do here,” Adam explained. “People share 
names if they want to. Lots don’t. It’s all good. | didn’t even 
know their names—” He indicated Joel and Evan, playing a 
noisy game of cards with a group in the corner. “—until Joel 
asked me to come skating.” 

“He’s a fine boy,” the guy with the dreadlocks added. 
“You can’t fake kindness, and the kid’s got that shit bone- 
deep.” They all looked across at Joel, who sat back a little 
watching the game play out, his feet trapping Evan’s under 
the table. “How did he work out for you?” 

Theo blinked across the table, confused. 

The man pushed his dreadlocks back, saying, “I told him 
to come ask you for a job. He did good, right?” Theo 
stumbled for words, suddenly back in the icy sleet outside 
his office, ripping off his coat and shoving it at the man who 
shivered and shook while he asked for change. 

“You gave back my wallet.” 

The man nodded, turning toward Adam, saying, “My 
friend here gave me his coat on the coldest motherfucking 
day of winter last year, and all his cash.” He smiled. “I kept 
the cash.” Theo couldn’t blame him. 

Adam’s voice was low. Theo felt it as much as heard it. 
“Why did you do that, Theo? Why did you give your things 
away?” 

Theo told the truth, and it was easy. He looked into eyes 
so dark that he felt like he was falling and said, “I couldn’t 
get any colder. | was frozen already. I'd been numb for so 
long, | couldn’t feel a thing.” He swallowed, then looked at 
the table. “I felt like | was already dead and buried. Why 
would | need a coat?” When he looked up again, everything 
seemed blurred. 


Adam was on his feet, guiding him back to a private 
room full of leaflets about self-help groups and AA meetings, 
shutting them in before Theo could think. He pushed Theo 
down into a seat, then knelt on the floor in front of him. It 
didn’t matter what Theo did, his eyes kept tearing up. He 
was so annoyed with himself, apologizing to Adam—a 
stranger, a complete fucking stranger—for having so little 
control. 

“Control is overrated. When | try to control shit, | always 
screw up.” He passed Theo some tissues, then said, “You 
might feel better if you talk it out.” 

“| don’t even know where to start.” 

“I’m not going anywhere, Theo. Start wherever you can. 
| can wait.” 

Theo dragged in a breath, bracing his hands on his 
knees, gripping tight. “My partner died, and | struggled. | 
struggled maybe harder than | realized. | missed him so 
much.” 

“Missed him, Theo? Do you still struggle?” Adam’s voice 
was low, almost melodic. 

“Not with the loss. No. He’s gone, and | have to move 
on. I’ve done sad, and | just did angry last night.” A strange 
sound wedged itself somewhere in his throat. “I started to 
move on, or | thought I’d started, but | was just kidding 
myself.” He shook his head. 


“How?” 
“Oh, it’s ridiculous.” Theo wiped his eyes, pissed that 
they kept on leaking. “I leaned too hard on an imaginary 


friend—on someone | met online—and for some dumb 
reason | was surprised when he wasn’t who | thought.” He 
swallowed again. 

“Who did you think he was?” 

“I don’t know. He was so fucking annoying, opinionated, 
moody, and most of the time he just had to be right.” Adam 


snorted at Theo’s description. “| should have known he was 
still a kid from that alone.” 

“I know plenty of adults you could describe the same 
way, Theo.” 

“Maybe so. Maybe so. Turns out that he’s one of Joel’s 
friends, so that sort of rules out anyone mature.” 

“Joel’s pretty mature acting, Theo. What’s your point?” 
Adam wasn’t making this talking-it-out shit easy, Theo 
thought. 

“I guess you have to lose someone to know how bad it 
feels. | couldn’t get involved with someone so young and 
risk putting them in that position.” Adam stood as Theo 
talked, turning his back for a few minutes. The silence was 
welcome initially. When Adam started speaking, his low 
voice shook, surprising Theo. 

“So you have some arbitrary age before which 
happiness can’t possibly exist. Is that right? Have | 
understood you correctly, Theo?” He didn’t give him a 
chance to answer. “And you know categorically that the 
older partner will be the first to die, or get sick, or have a 
fucking accident?” Theo watched, blinking, as Adam ran a 
Shaking hand through his short hair. “So, no one will get 
hurt if you stick to your ideal relationship rules, is that it?” 

Theo nodded, then shook his head, feeling dizzy, getting 
a little pissed. 

“What about your Internet friend, Theo? What does he 
have to say about your special relationship rules? Does he 
even get a say? Or have you decided in your elderly wisdom 
that feeling numb on the inside is better than feeling 
anything good, just in case the feeling doesn’t last forever?” 

Theo’s eyes were dry—bone dry—as he stood, heading 
for the door. “I don’t know what your deal is, but | shouldn’t 
be talking to you about this anyway. | don’t even know you. | 
need to talk to Joel, then | need to speak with the other 


person involved, not you.” He took a breath, then another, 
hand resting on the door handle. 

“Theo, I’m sorry. Just give me a minute.” He turned just 
as Adam crossed the room to stand in front of him. He 
looked as if he were about to reach out, then wrapped his 
arms around himself tight before saying, “Yeah, you should 
talk to the kid. You should do that. | imagine that he’s sad if 
you were as close as you’ve suggested.” 

“We were extremely close. | miss him so much.” Theo 
pulled his shoulders back. “But | won’t let it happen again.” 

“How, Theo? How will you know before you get in too 
deep in the future? Are you going to ask for ID?” It was 
almost funny. Adam’s face twisted; Theo guessed you could 
call it a smile. He tried to smile back, worried that he’d 
somehow upset the man he had only just met. Adam 
seemed so pleasant, someone Theo would have liked an 
opportunity to get to know better. 

“Yeah, l'Il do that. Thank you, Adam. It’s been... 
interesting meeting you. l'Il always remember to ask for ID 
in the future.” He extended his hand, offering to shake 
before he left. Adam fumbled in his pockets before pulling 
out his wallet. He extracted a card quickly and slipped it into 
Theo’s hand. 

Theo’s eyes blurred all over again when he looked at the 
card—quickly the first time, then more slowly, holding it 
right up to his face. Adam’s driver’s license photo stared 
back at him. Even the unflattering DMV photo couldn’t hide 
the fact that he was a very attractive man. But it was the 
print that held Theo’s gaze, the name of the license holder 
in particular. 

Adam Morgan. 
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Every stoplight was red as Theo drove back to his 
apartment. Each time he slowed, then idled as he waited for 
the lights to change, he felt Morgan’s—Adam’s—dark eyes 
on him. At the third stoplight, he turned toward the man in 
the passenger seat, opening his mouth to speak. 

“Don’t.” 

Theo blinked at Morgan’s instruction. He licked his lips, 
looked at the lights, then glanced across at him again. 

“Don’t talk, Theo. Don’t say a single fucking word.” 

Theo felt heat creep up his neck and his breath shorten 
as he approached his neighborhood. Everything looked 
exactly the same as it had that morning. He pulled into his 
parking spot and stared out through the windshield for a 
moment before turning toward Morgan again. Now 
everything looked completely different. What the hell was 
he doing? 

He watched as Morgan swallowed, gazing across at him 
as he unfastened his seatbelt. When he spoke again, Theo’s 
heart began to race. 

“This is what’s going to happen, Theo.” His voice was 
low and calm, sounding completely certain. “We’re going up 
to your apartment. It’s empty, right?” Theo nodded. Morgan 
almost smiled. His dark stare was intense and focused, 
making Theo’s skin prickle. “Good. Good.” He ran a hand 
through his cropped hair. Theo’s eyes followed the progress 
of those long, pale fingers, suddenly wishing he could touch 
Morgan’s hair too, imagining that it would feel like velvet. 


“You'll take me up to your apartment... third floor, 
right?” Theo frowned a little, then realized that of course 
Morgan knew these details. They’d had a long discussion 
about apartment living before. Morgan wasn’t a fan of 
neighbors; Theo liked the lack of maintenance. He wasn’t 
sitting in his car with a complete stranger who knew nothing 
about his life. Far fucking from it. 

“Yeah, we'll go up together, then we'll start over.” 
Morgan nodded after he spoke, his expression solemn. “This 
is weird, no doubt about it, but you made this happen, Theo. 
First you gave me something to look forward to every single 
fucking day, and | thought that was enough. Then you took 
it away.” He swallowed. “When you cut me off, it was like 
losing my best friend. No, it was worse than that. Much 
worse.” 

He broke eye contact, and when he spoke again, his 
voice shook a little. “You prefer sugar in your coffee—lots of 
Sugar—but do without. You like eggs for breakfast, but eat 
cereal with skim milk. Your taste in music is whatever 
someone else chooses, and you think the best part about 
vacations is coming home.” Morgan’s eyes flickered across 
to Theo’s. “I know that you would rather watch sports—any 
sports—than a movie, and that secretly you’re a thrill- 
seeker. | thought | knew you.” He paused before adding, 
“But | didn’t have the first idea that your eyes were dark 
gray, or that your lips....” He licked his own. “I didn’t know 
you'd be as good on the outside as you are inside, Theo.” 

Theo snorted. He’d been thinking the same thing. 

“I need to know, Theo,” Morgan continued. “I need to 
know if this connection....” Theo nodded at him. “Yeah, we 
both need to know if this connection between us is more 
already. | think we should give each other a chance to find 
out.” 

Theo nodded again. He wanted a chance to do that. He 
wanted it so much, his chest ached. 


Morgan wetted his lips again. “Just don’t talk yourself 
out of it, Theo. We’re past the point of anything about this 
situation being rational.” He gazed at Theo then, his tense 
expression softening some. Theo wanted to kiss him so 
badly. So, so badly. He blinked when Morgan spoke again. 

“Okay, Theo, whenever you’re ready to let go of my 
hand, we'll go in.” 

“Oh!” Theo looked down at his outstretched arm, at his 
fingers tangled around Morgan’s, and felt his cheeks flame. 
As he locked the car, he thought Morgan might be smiling. 

They crossed the lot together, side by side, walking at 
the same steady pace. Theo’s steps faltered when he was 
greeted by a neighbor in the lobby, but Morgan’s hand on 
the small of his back urged him to keep walking. The 
elevator was there so they took it, standing close to each 
other, arms brushing. In the slightly warped reflection of the 
inner elevator door, they looked like they were linked—one 
person—they couldn’t stand much closer. Theo could feel 
Morgan’s hand next to his. His palm itched, and when he felt 
Morgan’s cool fingers curl around his own, he sighed with 
relief, feeling his shoulders relax as if he’d put down a heavy 
weight. 

They held hands as they walked down the hallway. Theo 
fumbled for his keys, having to let go momentarily to delve 
into his pocket, grabbing Morgan’s hand again as he swung 
the door open. He didn’t have a chance to switch on the 
light. Morgan had him pushed up against the hall table and 
was kissing him before he could take a breath. 

Morgan’s mouth was so hot, his tongue pushing its way 
insistently between Theo’s lips. At the same time, he 
caressed Theo’s hair with both hands, mumbling something 
like “Soft” into Theo’s mouth, tugging his hair a little, 
making him groan. Next his hands dropped to Theo’s sides, 
pushing under Theo’s open jacket, pressing over his abs. 
Morgan huffed, “Hard,” before his hands moved upward 


over his T-shirt. His thumbs brushed Theo’s nipples, making 
him jump, before they reached his shoulders, pushing his 
jacket off. When the fabric bunched around his elbows, Theo 
felt Morgan’s lips thin and harden as he smiled mid-kiss. 

“You have to let go of my ass, Theo.” 

“Oh, I>” 

“Don’t talk. | told you not to speak. Just let go of my ass. 
You can have it back in a minute.” Morgan backed off a little 
as Theo released him, swiping at his lips with the back of his 
hand. As Theo shrugged out of his jacket, Morgan did the 
same, letting his fall to the floor. This time Theo reached for 
him, pulling him in close, kissing him like he already knew 
him. They kissed until Morgan pushed at his shoulders, 
breathing hard. In the dim light, he looked amazing, Theo 
thought, all swollen lips and huge shadowed eyes. He 
wanted to kiss him some more. When Morgan pushed him 
away again, his breath caught. 

“What do you see, Theo?” Morgan turned him so they 
both faced the mirror above the hall table. In the weak 
winter light they were indistinct and shadowed. Morgan 
pulled him closer, hand slipping under the back of his shirt, 
fingers trailing up his backbone. They leaned toward the 
mirror. A serious man was reflected next to Theo, brows 
drawn, frown line evident. 

“Do you see a kid?” 

Theo shook his head. 

No, he didn’t, not at all. There was nothing childlike 
about the man who stood shoulder to shoulder beside him. 
They were the same height, not even half an inch between 
them. Morgan was slimmer than Theo, his shoulders 
narrower, his torso appearing longer and leaner. He watched 
as Morgan pulled his shirt over his head. In that moment— 
that perfect second—where his arms were extended and his 
shirt covered his head, Theo saw Morgan’s biceps bunch 
then stretch, and his obliques and abs clearly defined. His 


own voice sounded like a stranger’s when he asked Morgan, 
“Can | speak now?” 

Morgan’s smile and nod were slow, making something 
inside Theo twist and crack. He saw a stranger in the mirror, 
until he looked into his eyes. 

“You told me you didn’t work out.” Theo turned a little, 
maintaining eye contact as he traced the dip that ran from 
the base of Morgan’s ribs to his navel. “You told me that 
exercise was for idiots.” 

“People lie on the Internet, Theo. Didn’t you know?” He 
winked, sending pretty much all of the blood supplying 
Theo’s brain due south. “But that wasn’t what | said.” He 
put his own hand over Theo’s, guiding it as he pushed it 
farther down, their fingertips descending a trail of hair— 
starkly dark against Morgan’s white skin—before hitting the 
low-cut waistband of his pants. Theo held his breath. 

“| didn’t say exercise was for idiots. | said that doing 
anything energetic in the morning was idiotic if you could 
spend time in bed instead.” His hand pushed Theo’s over 
the bulge in his pants. Theo’s breath huffed out. 

“Oh. Oh yes, | remember.” There had been a long 
discussion about which activities Morgan considered 
exercise and which were more... recreational. He’d been 
inventive, Theo remembered, filthy and inventive. 

“It’s way past morning, Theo.” He pressed his hand 
down harder. Theo felt Morgan’s cock twitch under his palm, 
so he wrapped his hand around it reflexively, angling his 
body to make getting a grip easier. Morgan kissed him 
again, both hands on his face, tongue pushing in with a 
long, slow slide. He groaned into Theo’s mouth every time 
Theo moved his hand, then stopped kissing after a minute, 
tilting his head back. His neck was so long, and pale, and 
right there. Theo just went with it. He kissed and sucked and 
wrapped his free arm around Morgan, holding him tight as 
he hung on to Theo’s shoulders. 


This time, when Morgan pushed against him, groaning 
something like clothes and bed and fuck, Theo laughed. 


THEY nearly didn’t make it to the bedroom. 

At one point, Theo was almost certain that Morgan 
would kill him before they even made it out of the 
entranceway. The way he pressed up against him, rolling his 
hips, chasing pressure, made Theo dizzy. They moved from 
in front of the mirror to the armless upholstered chair next 
to it. In the space of a couple of feet, Morgan managed to 
get Theo’s shirt half off, latching onto his shoulder, his 
collarbone, his throat as soon as Theo’s skin was exposed. 

Morgan made noises, sounds that wrapped around 
Theo’s insides, tugging at them, making him crazy. The 
chair caught the back of his knees, and he sank down onto 
it, pulling Morgan with him until he was _ half-sprawled 
against him, half leaning against the wall. Bracing a forearm 
over Theo’s head, wedging a knee between Theo’s thighs, 
Morgan used his other hand to tug at his own belt. 

“Are you growling?” Theo asked, almost laughing, latent 
hysteria at their surreal almost-sex feeling just a heartbeat 
away. 

“Shut up, Theo. Shut your mouth and help me already.” 

Theo did, unfastening Morgan’s belt and shoving his 
pants and briefs down to mid-thigh. Morgan’s cock—rigid, 
thick and right there—was in his face. Theo reached a hand 
up to touch it. 

“Wait, Theo.” Morgan tapped him on the cheek with his 
dick. Theo looked up—Morgan’s expression was amused. 
“Now you can open your mouth.” Theo couldn't look away. 
Morgan bent quickly, kissing his lips, his cheek, and his ear, 
where he whispered, “I dreamed of this.” He straightened 
again. 

“Open your mouth, old-timer.” 


Theo snorted, then did. 

Morgan’s cock rested on his bottom lip for a moment. 
Morgan shivered when Theo pressed the tip of his tongue 
against the head, tasting him. He exhaled with a huff as 
Theo held Morgan’s hips before shuffling in the seat to get a 
better angle. 

“Lick your lips, Theo.” 

Once he did, the slow slide of Morgan’s cock into his 
mouth was easy. Theo felt a groan that rumbled through the 
body above him when he applied a little suction. Morgan let 
go of the hold he had on the base of his dick, bracing 
himself with both forearms against the wall above Theo’s 
head. Theo took over holding Morgan’s cock as he took a 
moment to lick all the way from his balls to his crown, 
paying a little attention to the frenulum, gripping one hip 
harder as Morgan shuddered. 

“Suck it. Please suck it, Theo.” 

Theo did. His fingers slid around to Morgan’s ass, 
digging in as he urged him deeper into his mouth before 
Sliding to his hips again to push him back some when his 
length nudged against Theo’s throat, almost making him 
gag. 

“I’m sorry, Theo. I’m sorry. Please keep going.” 

Theo jacked him good and fast as he took a few breaths 
before starting again. This time he sucked and pressed his 
tongue up as Morgan started to thrust—slowly at first, then 
with more of a staccato rhythm. Theo cupped Morgan’s 
balls, feeling them lift closer to his body, then groaned as 
Morgan shifted and pulled away. 

Morgan bent and kissed Theo again, then crouched, 
yanking at Theo’s belt until it came free. Lifting his hips as 
Morgan pulled his pants down, Theo shrugged his shirt all 
the way off also, then toed out of his shoes. Morgan helped 
him get his pants off completely, jerking his dick as he 
struggled out of his own shoes and pants one-handed. 


Morgan stood for a second, a naked stranger only just 
inside Theo’s home, his long, hard dick in hand, and Theo 
groaned, feeling overwhelmed. Caught by Morgan’s hot, 
dark gaze, he almost didn’t hear him when he said, “Come 
on, Theo. Come on, come on, come on.” He hauled Theo up, 
bending quickly to kiss his dick, then swipe it with his warm 
wet-velvet tongue. 

“Guess how much patience | have, Theo.” 

Theo remembered months of waking up to Morgan’s 
where are yous and coming home to his what took you so 
fucking longs. Yeah, patience wasn’t his strongest suit. 

“None?” 

“Don’t make me wait any longer, Theo.” 

Theo didn’t. 


THEY took a while to make it down the hallway. Morgan didn’t 
seem capable of moving without kissing, and kissing led to 
stumbling and bumping into doorways. Theo could almost 
see his chat messages—kissing, | choose kissing—as he felt 
Morgan suck on his tongue. He had both arms wrapped 
around Theo’s neck, his tongue deep in his mouth when he 
leaned on the living room door, making it swing wide open. 
Spying the couch, he pulled Theo with him, then bent over 
its back, arms stretched to each side, ass tilted up. 

“Here. Right here, Theo.” 

Morgan looked over his shoulder, all furrowed brow and 
tension as Theo hesitated. His voice lowered. “Come. On. 
Already.” 

Stepping forward, Theo ran his hands all the way up 
from firm ass cheeks to strong shoulders, feeling nothing 
but warm, smooth skin-covered muscle and bone. Morgan’s 
shoulder blades were dusted with a spattering of moles, like 
constellations viewed in negative. He kissed his way across 
them as Morgan pushed back against his cock, his lower 


back dipping deeply. Morgan lifted one arm, twisting his 
shoulders, pulling Theo in for another kiss that was all teeth 
and tongue and desperation, then slumped forward again, 
his face pressed to the leather couch back, grumbling. 

Dick pressed against Morgan’s ass crack, hips thrusting 
almost involuntarily, Theo smiled before asking, “Are you 
growling again?” 

Morgan humped back against him, that delicious friction 
making Theo hold his hips tighter, before he answered, “Are 
you fucking me yet?” He grumbled even more when Theo 
pulled him up, kissing him again before guiding him toward 
his bedroom, batting his hands away every time they tried 
to wander. 

If they were doing this, Theo figured, still not quite 
believing that he had Morgan—his Morgan—naked, 
sprawling across his bed, tetchily pulling at his own balls 
while Theo dug through nightstand drawers looking for 
supplies, then they were doing it right. Morgan’s “For fuck’s 
sake” as Theo held the condoms at arm’s length, squinting 
at the expiration date, made Theo smile. Tossing the lube 
and condoms on the pillow next to Morgan’s head, he 
straddled his legs. 

“You are so impatient. | guess | shouldn’t be surprised.” 
He moved up Morgan’s long body, bypassing his cock, 
licking his belly, dipping into his navel before he moved on 
to his nipples. Theo looked up as he licked and sucked, 
smiling as Morgan squirmed and started cursing under his 
breath. Running his hands firmly from his armpits, all the 
way up to his wrists before pinning them against the pillow, 
Theo sucked one dark pink nipple until it stiffened, then he 
bit. Morgan broke his hold, his voice rough as he said, “Don’t 
do that. Don’t try to hold me down.” Theo nodded, then 
dipped his head again, mouthing the other nipple, watching 
him carefully. Morgan dragged in a huge breath, then 
relaxed. The sounds he made were brilliant and a little scary. 


“I’m either going to come, or I’m going to kill you if you 
keep doing that.” 

Theo stopped, then crawled up Morgan’s body until his 
knees were on either side of his shoulders. Yeah, Morgan 
was scary all right, lying there, glaring up at him with those 
bottomless black eyes. A wave of anxiety washed over him 
—was this okay? Would they be okay?—until he felt 
Morgan’s hands rub up the backs of his thighs before 
kneading his ass. He leaned forward a little, bracing against 
the headboard with one arm while tapping Morgan’s kiss- 
swollen lips with his cock. 

“Open up, kid.” 

Morgan snorted, then winked before barking out a 
laugh, and, just like that, Theo felt the connection between 
them tugging hard, like the pull of the first-ever fish his dad 
helped him to haul out of the lake. 

Morgan’s hot mouth was almost too much to take. Add 
in suction, along with the visual of his cheeks hollowing, and 
Theo was right on the edge after just a few minutes. He 
eased out, rubbing his thumbs just under Morgan’s ears 
where his jaw was jointed. Morgan hooked an arm around 
his neck, pulling him down for more kissing. Theo couldn’t 
get enough. He stretched his legs out between Morgan’s, 
bearing his weight on his elbows while Morgan slipped a 
hand between them. Lifting a little, breaking their kiss, Theo 
looked down as those slim, long, pale fingers wrapped 
around their cocks. He couldn’t help moving, fucking into 
Morgan’s grip, groaning as they rubbed together, dick to 
dick. 

“Morgan... Morgan, I’m going to come.” Theo couldn’t 
hold back. He was there, right there, riding the sensation of 
Morgan’s grip around him. He bit his lip, his face screwed 
up, desperately trying to hold out a while longer. Morgan’s 
arm around his neck tensed, body arching as he came first, 
shooting streams and spots of spunk between them. Theo 


let go, closing his eyes, graying out as he came right along 
with him. 

When he opened his eyes again, Morgan lay beside him 
with one arm over his own eyes, breathing heavily. They 
recovered next to each other in silence for a minute. When 
Morgan rolled onto his side, kissing Theo’s shoulder, his 
chin, and his lips, Theo let out a breath. Morgan’s smile was 
dazed. He gazed at Theo, his eyes bright and cheeks 
flushed, looking completely relaxed before saying, “I guess 
that’s what happens after three months of foreplay.” 

He leaned in for another kiss, then asked, “Did you know 
you called me Morgan?” 

Theo nodded, watching as Morgan squinted, lips pursed, 
consideration furrowing his brow momentarily, followed by 
decision. 

“I can live with that.” 

When he smiled at Theo, Theo smiled right back. 


CHAPTER i 
i CEVEH (een : 


THEO found that some aspects of his and Morgan’s virtual 
relationship translated into real life easily, while others were 
brand-new surprises. 

Morgan falling into a sudden post orgasmic doze—dark 
eyes crinkling at the corners one moment as he mocked 
Theo’s bedroom wallpaper, the next all lowered, long, coal- 
black eyelashes and soft snores—was new. His waking again 
after a few minutes and ordering pizza while Theo showered 
drew from their online relationship. He didn’t need to ask 
which toppings Theo preferred; he already knew and called 
in a near-perfect order before settling in front of the living 
room TV in search of a game. His verbal hectoring of Theo’s 
pitiful range of TV channels was so close to his online 
persona that Theo felt comfortable ignoring his teasing. 

Yeah, some aspects didn’t even require thought, like 
pulling out some sodas from the refrigerator, then replacing 
one with a bottle of water for Morgan. Others were pleasant 
Surprises: Morgan showered next, and when the pizza 
delivery guy arrived, both he and Theo smiled when 
Morgan’s shower singing became loud enough to echo along 
the hallway. 

“Someone’s happy.” Theo agreed with the delivery guy 
as he paid him, overtipping just because, then shutting the 
front door quickly behind him as Morgan really let loose, his 
voice bluesy and just the right side of rough. Theo leaned on 
the bathroom door, listening as their pizza cooled, reluctant 
to interrupt. He sounded amazing. 


A few minutes later, he was pulling out sweats from his 
bedroom dresser drawer as Morgan dried off behind him. 
“You didn’t tell me you could sing.” He met Morgan’s gaze in 
his mirrored closet door, then looked away as Morgan 
dropped his towel and pulled on the sweats. Moments like 
that reminded him that they were, essentially, still 
strangers. 

Morgan raised his brows, looking Theo up and down. 
“You didn’t tell me you were so hot, so | guess that makes 
us even.” He rubbed his hair, then dumped his towel on the 
floor before crossing to Theo and pulling him into a hug, his 
voice all low rumble and warm breath in Theo’s ear. “You 
didn’t tell me you were so good at kissing either.” He 
backed away as Theo leaned in, half smiling, saying he was 
starving to fucking death and could they please eat already. 

Some aspects of their brand-new, reality-based 
relationship were just plain awkward. 

Theo cleared away their pizza crusts with Morgan 
following, carrying their empty bottles, talking relentlessly. 
They’d watched the news, and Morgan had been right in the 
middle of explaining to Theo just how completely wrong all 
of his opinions were, a smile evident in his tone, when he 
stopped by the refrigerator, voice stuttering into sudden 
silence. The absence of sound washed in where his 
incessant commentary had taken up space just moments 
before like a sudden slap of icy sea water around Theo’s 
ankles. 

Morgan traced the outline of Theo’s fist imprint in the 
refrigerator door. 

“You did this?” His voice was flat. 

Theo nodded, watching as Morgan curved his fingers 
into a fist, pressing them into the indentation. His hand was 
slimmer than Theo’s, leaving space around the edges of the 
deep dent. He stood, saying nothing for an almost-too-long 
minute before taking a few steps back, his face bone white. 


“You didn’t mention having a temper.” Theo shrugged, 
leaning in a little, aiming for a kiss to break the sudden 
weird tension between them. Morgan backed away again 
asking, “Where did you put my clothes, Theo?” 

“They’re in the bedroom. | thought you....” He took in 
the way Morgan’s mouth was drawn into tight lines—he 
looked like a stranger. He was a stranger. “I hoped you 
would stay.” 

Watching Morgan then was like observing one of their 
online debates from a distance. Earlier, he had been full of 
conversation and sought physical contact—stealing 
pepperoni and kisses while he mocked the TV commentary 
—just as he would joke and fool around in their private chat 
sessions. In the kitchen, he withdrew as if Theo were an 
Internet opponent rather than a lover. 

Theo didn’t understand his sudden emotional sea 
change. He could only stand and watch as Morgan’s eyes 
flickered back toward the refrigerator. When Morgan almost 
imperceptibly shook his head and turned toward the door, 
Theo spoke. “I did that right after Ben died.” He swallowed, 
then started again. “No. No, that’s not entirely true. | did 
that after | ran out of beer after Ben died. | hadn’t ever had 
an issue with alcohol or my temper before, but | hadn’t ever 
lost a partner of fifteen years either. It was a very bad time.” 

“That was the first time you lost your temper?” 

“Like that? God, yes.” 

“What about since then?” 

Theo held out his hand. “I'll show you.” Seconds 
stretched out, long and thin between them. His hand felt 
heavy—weighted—strangely difficult to hold up with Morgan 
just staring at it, at him, like he didn’t know him at all. “I'll 
show you everything if you'll let me.” 

Morgan’s fingers slowly curled around his. They walked 
to Theo’s study in silence. He pulled down a box from the 
Shelves there, removing the lid, lifting out reminders of 


some of his very worst days. He passed Morgan a broken 
picture frame, the glass a spider web of cracks. Ben smiled 
out from behind the fractures looking relaxed—gorgeous— 
his legs stretched out as he leaned against his little red Alfa 
Romeo, glass of champagne in hand, head haloed with 
cigarette smoke. 

“I broke this the first time I lost my shit. Ben loved that 
car.” Morgan’s eyes lifted, watching as Theo tried so hard to 
smile. “He died in it. Once | ran out of alcohol to anesthetize 
myself, | had to deal. | had to. It just took me a while.” 

“Who were you so angry with?” Morgan asked. 

“Myself. | should have been with him. | should have... | 
should have done a lot of things.” 

Theo took back the picture, not looking at it again as he 
put it away. “I broke this one just the other day.” He 
removed another photo frame, the image capturing a 
moment from their most recent office party. Joel and Evan 
stood on either side of him, while Maggie made rabbit’s ears 
behind his head. Theo and Maggie were obviously laughing. 
Joel and Evan looked across at each other, divided by cracks 
in the glass. 

“Why did you break this one?” Morgan sat on the edge 
of his desk, cradling the picture in his hands. “Explain to me 
what happened.” 

When Theo didn’t speak, Morgan’s eyes locked on his. 
“Tell me, Theo. | need to understand.” 

Theo scrubbed at his face before replying. “I thought | 
lost you.” 

Morgan frowned. “We weren’t even together yet.” 

“Oh, you had me already, Morgan.” He stepped between 
his legs. “Yeah, you had me already, and finding out... well, 
even thinking that you were the same age as them made 
me think I’d lost you too. It set me back there for a while.” 
He shrugged. 


“Im still not sure | understand why you thought that 
way, Theo. Were you really hung up on a number? Are you 
still?” Morgan waited for answers that Theo didn’t have. 

He looped his arms around Theo’s waist, resting his 
forehead on his chest, voice muffled by Theo’s shirt. “I lost 
my temper too. | don’t do that shit in real life, Theo. | do it 
online instead, but when you cut me off—” Theo wrapped 
his arms around him, squeezing him, silently saying sorry. 
“—| waited at the shelter for Joel for two days. For two 
fucking days, Theo. Do you have any idea how boring that 
was? Most of the time | had to wait outside, and it was so 
fucking cold. | didn’t have Joel’s cell number, or even know 
where he worked. | hardly knew the guy, but his name was 
my only link with you.” He paused, dragging in a breath that 
was a half-choked laugh. “When he finally turned up this 
morning | kinda lost my shit with him.” 

“Oh fuck, that poor kid.” Theo shook his head. “Me, 

too.” 
“I heard you fired his ass.” They both tried hard not to 
laugh, sounding a little crazy. Theo turned to the box, about 
to replace the lid. Morgan’s hand over his was warm and 
firm. 

“No, show me the rest. | need to know you. Show me 
everything.” 

Theo did. 


MorGaAn understood things through touch, then processed 
everything he learned verbally. Theo thought he was the 
most tactile person he had ever met. He was 
unapologetically nosy their first night together, working his 
way from room to room, asking questions, stroking things, 
turning to survey Theo’s expression carefully before moving 
on. 


Sometimes he paused mid-inhale, as if he wasn’t quite 
ready to ask about his current object of fascination. The 
more times he did that, the more clearly Theo could see him 
building a body of knowledge, compartmentalizing his 
belongings into mental categories such as decorative, 
meaningful, or ask again another time. Eventually Theo 
parked himself on the couch, carton of ice cream in hand, 
Slowly licking chocolate from his spoon as Morgan brought 
him things to classify. 

A carved figure—its dark wood smooth as silk—was 
thrust under his nose. “Where’s this from?” 

“Um... Mombasa. Or Morocco. Maybe Mozambique? It 
definitely began with the letter M.” 

“And this?” Morgan held an intricately carved ball of 
jade-colored stone in his palm. 

“Hong Kong.” 

Morgan’s blinks were slow as he slotted each new piece 
of information away. “And what did you think of Hong 
Kong?” He leaned forward, opening his lips to the spoonful 
of ice cream Theo held up to him, maintaining eye contact. 

“H... Hong Kong?” Theo stuttered, watching him slowly 
lick stray chocolate from his lips. “I felt very tall there.” 

Morgan smiled, dumped his objects of interest on the 
coffee table, then straddled Theo’s thighs. “Yeah, | did too. 
I'd like to kiss you some more now. Are you done with your 
ice cream, Theo?” He didn’t wait for an answer, leaning 
back, shoving the container onto the table behind him, his 
torso a long, tight, twisted length, before straightening up 
again. Theo rested his head on the back of the couch, 
looking up at him, suddenly feeling not quite so tall. 

Morgan jumped as Theo’s ice-cream-cold fingers pushed 
under his shirt. “Sorry,” he said as he pulled his hand back. 
“Is this okay?” This time his fingers slid over Morgan’s shirt, 
moving upward. Morgan nodded slowly. Theo paused before 
asking, “Are we okay?” 


The dark gaze that met his was shadowed, inscrutable. 

Behind Morgan, the coffee table was covered—littered— 
with objects Ben had brought back from their travels. Most 
of them he could identify, at least guessing the correct 
continent of origin. A few things just were. Theo couldn’t 
remember exactly where they came from or what their 
backstory was. His chance to discover the answers to 
Morgan’s questions—what made him choose this? Does this 
mean something? Why did you bring this home?—was long 
gone. 

For the first time, Theo looked at the reminders of his 
old life and wished he’d asked Ben some of Morgan’s 
questions himself, instead of taking each object for granted. 
Why hadn't he ever really looked at the amazing things that 
filled their home and just fucking asked what drew Ben to 
them? The man had been like a magpie, attracted to things 
that sparkled just for him. Theo used to get quietly pissed at 
his haggling with merchants—Ben had been completely 
Shameless as he dickered prices down, laying on his charm 
until he struck a deal that pleased him. It was left to Theo to 
resolve issues with overweight luggage or extortionate 
shipping costs. 

Maybe if he’d been less irritated by logistics like 
importing that fucking mirror from Milan—so old, tesoro, 
imagine all the lovers who looked into this same glass—he 
might have asked Morgan’s questions himself. If he’d shown 
more interest then maybe Ben would have asked him to 
come shop with him that very last time, instead of leaving 
him at home looking over columns of other people’s 
numbers. Worry had only just begun to nip at his ankles 
right before the cops arrived. Ben had been dead for hours 
already, alone. 

He held onto Morgan a little tighter. “I want us to be 
okay.” His voice sounded weird to his own ears. He pressed 
on through the high, tight feeling in his chest, determined to 


say things this time, pretty certain that after all of Morgan’s 
questions—online and in real life—he needed to hear things 
out loud. “I want us to be okay, so much, Morgan.” 

Morgan lowered his head and kissed him. 


Just a few minutes later, the insistent ringing of a phone 
made Theo pull away, breathing hard. Fumbling in his 
pockets, he found his cell, switched it off without looking, 
and dumped it on the floor. 

“Might that have been important?” Morgan asked, 
smiling at Theo’s answer of, “Not more important than you.” 
He took the opportunity to pull Theo’s shirt the rest of the 
way off, having only partially removed it as they’d grabbed 
and twisted and humped their way horizontal onto the 
couch. Before the phone interrupted them, he hadn’t cared 
too much about stripping Theo completely. Once he had 
access to Theo’s stomach and chest, which he’d licked and 
kissed his way across with obvious pleasure, getting Theo’s 
Shirt fully off hadn’t seemed that important. After their cell 
phone interruption Morgan pulled his shirt off too, throwing 
it behind him, knocking something from the coffee table. 

Neither of them looked to see what had fallen. 

Morgan shoved his sweats down. The way he held 
himself up on one arm—bicep and triceps taut—as he 
shimmied out of his clothes made Theo want to bite him. It 
was an increasingly hard urge to resist, because Morgan 
was edible. 

He’d thought that when Morgan had first leaned his 
dark-fuzzed head close, sharing chocolate-flavored kisses. 
Each lap of his tongue into his mouth made him hungry for 
more. Pretty soon he was stretched out under the man, legs 
apart, lifting his hips to get some relief. Theo watched 
Morgan strip, admiring his long, lean body, and the way his 


inky black hair emphasized his paleness, wanting to bite his 
shoulders, his neck, his belly. 

“What are you staring at?” Morgan asked, then ran his 
tongue from one of Theo’s nipples to the other, his rough- 
wet tongue making Theo shiver. 

“You.” He arched, feeling the dragging pull of Morgan’s 
suction at his chest all the way to his dick. 

“Yeah?” Morgan’s teeth were sharp, so sharp, his 
almost-bites just the right side of enjoyable. 

“Oh, yeah.” His hands were on Morgan’s head, pushing 
through his short, clipped hair, alternately feeling it as silk 
under his palms or as tickling prickles when he moved his 
hands. Morgan shifted up his body, lips deep pink and wet, 
kissing across his face, then slipped his tongue between 
Theo’s lips again, pushing deep. Theo sucked on Morgan’s 
tongue, just a little, just enough to make him thrust down, 
hips rolling. When he pulled back, telling Theo to get his 
fucking pants off already, looking pissed and so incredibly 
turned on, Theo couldn’t make himself move, certain that if 
he even grazed the fabric of his pants across his cock, he’d 
shoot. 

It was like being a teenager all over again, he thought. 
He’d felt the same when he hid in a corner of the dressing 
room during practice for the end-of-year play, still half- 
dressed in his costume while one of the seniors sucked hard 
on his neck. Theo had still been able to hear the drama 
coach’s shouted stage directions, as well as people walking 
up and down the hallway right outside the dressing room. 
The senior he was with had sucked on his Adam’s apple at 
the same time as he tightened his grip on Theo’s dick. When 
he’d shot—instantly, blinded like he was spotlit—the senior 
had whispered, “Damn, I’m good,” leaving them both 
breathless and laughing. 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, Theo.” Morgan’s hands were on 
him, fast and firm, dragging at his pants. 


“No, no, don’t touch me.” Scrambling on the leather 
couch cushion, hands slipping, Theo managed to get up, 
pushing Morgan down, switching places. “l'Il come right now 
if you do.” He dropped kisses over Morgan’s face, his throat, 
and all along his collarbones, tongue lapping the bulge of an 
old break. He sucked it a little while Morgan stilled, then 
relaxed under him. His long legs lifted, and Theo could feel 
the rub of Morgan’s thighs against his waist, his heels 
bumping his ass cheeks as Theo settled between his legs, 
bracing on his forearms. When Morgan shifted underneath 
him, Theo shuddered, skin prickling, feeling everything 
center toward his balls. He still felt far too much. 

Theo wriggled back, pulling up on his knees, hands 
Sliding up the insides of Morgan’s legs. He shuffled closer, 
leaning in, burying his face in the crease between Morgan’s 
torso and thigh, breathing in deeply while pressing his palm 
against the inside of Morgan’s knee, opening him up wider. 
When he turned his face, sucking one of Morgan’s balls into 
his mouth, the “Oh, fuck” he heard was long and low. He 
moved to his other ball, licking the drawn-up skin, flicking it 
with his tongue while muffled curses rained down on him— 
Morgan had his forearm over his mouth, his whole body 
arched. 

Beautiful. 

Theo lifted his head, releasing a ball before licking— 
tongue flat, tasting as much skin as he could—up the length 
of Morgan’s cock. He groaned at the top, sucking the 
swollen, almost purple tip, tasting his sticky precome and 
loving it. Everything about Morgan tasted so good to him. 
He sucked around the firm circumference of his crown, 
running his tongue tip around it, making Morgan whine, both 
arms pressed across his face now, chest heaving. When 
Theo pulled off, he swore, threatening Theo, making him 
laugh. 


He moved back down to Morgan’s balls, cupping them in 
one hand while he shoved his own pants down, unable to 
resist the urge to touch, to grip, to jack himself quickly. 
Morgan’s swearing took on a frantic edge. They looked at 
each other then, black eyes meeting gray, cheeks flushed, 
mouths slack, both so close to coming. 

“Come on,” Morgan grunted. “Come on, come on, come 
on.” 

Theo licked up his cock again. This time Morgan held it 
up, Knocking it against his cheek, his chin, his mouth, before 
Theo sank down, sucking, tongue pressing, lips tight. The 
noises Morgan made were obscene, glorious, making Theo 
Shiver. Wriggling backward, cock still in his mouth, Theo lay 
down, braced on one forearm, the other sliding up Morgan’s 
lightly haired chest. He reached a little farther, fingertips 
sliding over Morgan’s licked-wet lips. When Morgan lifted his 
head, sucking his fingers in, teeth grazing his knuckles, 
Theo felt his own dick leak on the leather beneath him, 
Slicking him. 

Slipping his fingers out slowly, feeling the ghost of a kiss 
on the pad of his index finger, he stopped blowing Morgan 
for a moment and shifted back a little. Morgan lifted his 
hips, swinging one leg over the back of the couch, hooking 
his hand around the inside of his other knee, exposing 
himself completely. Theo didn’t know where to look first. 
Every time his damp fingertips circled Morgan’s hole— 
learning the whirl of wrinkled skin, pressing, stroking, tap, 
tap, tapping—Morgan’s cock twitched, demanding attention. 
His own cock twitched too as he unconsciously humped in 
time to Morgan’s groans. 

Sucking his fingers quickly, wetting them more as he 
shifted to his knees again, Theo pressed one in as he bent 
over Morgan’s cock. Morgan’s initial tight resistance turned 
into a slow give as Theo pushed a finger in, then withdrew, 
over and over, until Morgan trembled, his torso tight with 


tension. Theo stroked Morgan’s dick a few times, firmly, 
then started to blow him properly—good and wet and as 
deep as he could manage—as he fingered Morgan deeper, 
feeling him quiver inside as his fingertip stroked. 

When Theo got Morgan deeply enough into his mouth to 
free up a hand, he jerked himself awkwardly, left-handedly, 
feeling Morgan clench around his finger, the grip incredible, 
his cock shoving toward the back of Theo’s throat as he 
suddenly came. Theo pulled off, back arching as he shot 
too, come spattering across Morgan’s balls, cock, and 
stomach, pooling with Morgan’s own as he finished, still 
Spasming around Theo’s finger as he slowly withdrew. 

Breathing hard, swallowing traces of sharp, salty spunk, 
vision still soangled with inner light, Theo leaned forward, 
holding himself up as he pressed his cheek against 
Morgan’s, their scruff rasping together. He slowly sank down 
onto the sticky, relaxed body beneath him after Morgan 
lifted his leg—groaning—from the back of the couch and 
curved it around him instead, pressing him down, wrapping 
him up. They lay for a while, nuzzling and whispering. 

Morgan’s voice was rough. “When we finally fuck, | 
might actually pass out. That was so intense.” 

Theo nodded. Everything about Morgan was intense. 
Everything, from the way he questioned relentlessly, to the 
way he sometimes used silence like a corkscrew, black eyes 
fixed on Theo until his words twisted their way out whether 
he wanted them to or not. 

“You should be in porn.” His whisper made Theo shiver, 
his tongue tip on Theo’s ear raising goose bumps on his 
Skin. “You looked amazing between my legs. You’re fucking 
gorgeous.” 

Theo felt an overwhelming urge to kiss Morgan, so he 
did. They kissed until they started shifting against each 
other again, semen sticking and pulling, taking them out of 
the moment, suddenly all elbows and clammy, cooling skin. 


He stole one last kiss, then swiped at their mess with some 
discarded sweats. 

Once he set Morgan up in the bathroom with towels and 
a spare toothbrush, Theo wandered back to the kitchen. The 
pizza box lay open, plates dumped near the sink, bottles 
lying on their sides nearby. He cleared everything away 
quickly, restoring order, then moved through his home, 
noticing that things were in the wrong spots in pretty much 
every room. The living room looked like a warzone, the 
coffee table covered in fallen objects, as if giants had 
started playing a crazy game of chess, then tipped the 
board, scattering their pawns. 

Clothes were heaped on both sides of the couch—its 
leather stained now with spunk and soap after Theo’s quick 
clean-up—and melted ice cream pooled across the cherry 
flooring. He wiped it up, dragging in a shuddering breath. 
Nothing looked as it had before. 

Nothing was the same. 

Morgan’s voice rang out loudly, shower-singing his 
contentment. 

Theo went to join him. 
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“You’ve taken Smee to a whole new level,” Theo said 
as he turned in a slow circle, looking around Morgan’s home. 
His voice sounded hollow, its volume absorbed by the 
space’s high, vaulted ceiling. 

“What did you say?” Morgan’s head poked out from a 
doorway along a narrow hallway at the far end of the living 
area. Theo crossed the room toward him, his footsteps on 
the bare floorboards sounding dull and heavy. 

“Il said that it looks as if you follow the minimalist school 
of interior design.” Morgan’s bedroom wasn’t any different— 
the bedding plain, the walls bare. He turned his back on 
Theo, saying nothing in reply, continuing to haphazardly 
stuff a bag with clothes, leaving rejected shirts and pants 
hanging from drawers, and T-shirts discarded on the floor 
behind him. 

Morgan had been quiet for a while. The drive over had 
been awkward, with Theo finally realizing that he was 
essentially talking to himself the closer they got to Morgan’s 
address. They rode the elevator in complete silence. When 
Theo put his hand on Morgan’s shoulder as he unlocked his 
front door, he’d jumped, then shaken his head. Theo offered 
him a rain check, convinced that somewhere between 
Morgan’s low, “I don’t want to leave,” and his own 
whispered, “I don’t want you to go,” in bed that morning, 
the younger man had changed his mind. 

As Morgan pushed his door open, Theo said, “It’s okay if 
you want some time on your own. Really, it is. Maybe you 
could call me and we could get together later in the week?” 


He’d stood, shifting from side to side, staring at his feet as 
he waited in the apartment hallway. 

Morgan’s voice had been so warm in his ear. “You’re a 
terrible liar, Theo. It’s probably best if you don’t do that 
shit.” He pulled Theo into his apartment, pressed him up 
against the back of the door, and kissed him until Theo 
started to try to shove his jacket off. Morgan pushed Theo’s 
hands away, saying, “No, | just want to get out of here 
already,” and left him leaning against the door, multiple 
locks digging his back, dazed, breathless and half hard. 

He heard Morgan’s footsteps echoing as he moved 
around and followed the sound into the almost empty living 
space, asking what he could do to help. 

“Can you pack up my laptop? l'Il just be a minute.” 

Theo did that, finding it beside a recliner, its bag slung 
across the back, then waited, looking around. The 
apartment walls were mainly exposed brick, rough and 
rustic looking, while any paintwork was stark white and 
completely bare of art. Morgan had no photos, no personal 
looking items on the shelves; he could have just moved in. 
When he watched Morgan pack a few changes of clothes in 
his bedroom, Theo asked how long he had lived there. 

“Too long. | should have moved out already.” He stopped 
what he was doing, turning toward Theo. “Look, I’m not 
assuming that I’m moving in with you right now, Theo. | just 
mean | shouldn’t have stayed here on my own.” Theo 
nodded, smiling, backing out of the bedroom, leaving 
Morgan to finish packing. Of course, he’d lived here with his 
last boyfriend. That was why the place looked so bare. It 
was only half a home. 

Back in the main living area he spotted things he’d 
missed on first inspection: The mess of cable in the corner 
of the room with no corresponding electrical equipment, the 
open-plan kitchen that looked unused, and the half-empty 
coat hooks. When he looked a little closer, he could see that 


Morgan had hardly made an impression on the space. That 
seemed so strange to Theo. Morgan had been with him for 
only one day, and already he’d left his mark all over Theo’s 
home. 

Earlier, Theo had walked through his own apartment, 
setting it straight. Morgan didn’t seem capable of being left 
in a room without touching things, moving them, holding 
objects up to view them from a different angle. He left his 
shit everywhere too, like an infant who picked up a brand- 
new shiny toy, only to drop the one he held already. Add in 
his multiple wet towels and abandoned shoes and socks, 
and Theo was reminded of former roommates from his first 
years at college. 

He sat for a moment on the recliner near the window 
where he’d found Morgan’s laptop. An empty bottle of water 
stood on a side table, iPod earbud wires tangled around its 
base. Those few things were pretty much the only traces of 
Morgan that Theo could see. He had a perfect view down to 
the building entrance from where he sat, as well as of the 
apartment’s front door. He didn’t want Morgan to stay 
somewhere so barren, where he used to sit looking out for 
someone else to come home. He wanted Morgan at home 
with him. 

Theo listened, feeling a little weird as Morgan hunted, 
grumbling, for a toiletry bag, and to the clink of bottles 
being scooped up, wondering if Morgan felt the same about 
his place. Did he feel weird in a space that contained 
someone else’s life? Theo’s own apartment looked pretty 
much exactly the same as the day Ben walked out, 
shouting, “Ciao, baby.” If he closed his eyes, he could still 
feel the quick, warm press of lips to the back of his neck as 
he bent over his paperwork. He couldn’t remember if he 
even looked up. He couldn’t remember if he had said ciao in 
return. Sometimes not remembering was the hardest thing 
to live with. 


He stood quickly, needing to find Morgan, wanting to 
bring him home right away. 

The sound of muffled cursing led him to a storage 
closet. Morgan backed out, arms wrapped around a carton. 
He started when he bumped into Theo, apologizing, asking if 
it would be okay to bring the box with him also. 

“Į just don’t want to leave this stuff here.” 

Theo nodded. Morgan could bring everything he owned 
as far as he was concerned. He’d said as much that 
morning, snorting laughter into Morgan’s sweat-damp neck 
after Morgan described himself as Theo’s imaginary midlife 
crisis. Theo guessed his summary wasn’t that far from the 
truth, nor were Morgan’s following comments. He unpeeled 
himself from Theo, flopping down onto the mattress beside 
him, face and chest flushed beautifully. 

They lay quietly—recovering—heads turned toward each 
other. Morgan dragged in a huge breath, then reached over, 
running one finger along Theo’s jawline before saying, “You 
do realize that | don’t usually put out on the first date, 
right?” He smiled sweetly, eyelashes fluttering, and Theo 
had laughed—tickled—replying that he always did. 

It was true, he guessed. He listened as Morgan quietly 
and steadily told him just how crazy it was that they’d 
jumped right into sex, only hours after meeting. His stare 
was intense. “It is crazy, Theo. If someone started a debate 
about Internet relationships, I'd be first in line to tell them to 
expect the worst.” 

Theo wasn’t sure that was true. He was pretty certain 
that Morgan would weigh in on a thread like that telling 
other posters to shut the fuck up or walk a fucking mile 
before they started being judgmental. 

“I’m not sure what you would have made of my story. | 
didn’t even know Ben at all—we didn’t spend months 
wasting time on the Internet.” He winked. “I saw him once, 
just once, and | couldn’t really remember what my life had 


been about before then. He turned up at my hotel the same 
day he nearly killed me in the street, and we were hardly 
apart after that. He could have been a serial killer. It could 
have been a disaster. If | told that story on the Internet you 
would have called me a fucking idiot.” 

Maybe it should have been weird talking to a new lover 
about his previous partner. Perhaps that worry flickered 
across Theo’s face. Morgan’s voice was calm and certain. 

“I would have told you that | was jealous, and | would 
have told you that you were lucky, Theo. So lucky. | love that 
you didn’t break up. | love that you made a real life 
together. It makes me want to believe that good luck 
happens sometimes.” They kissed for a while before he 
added, “I particularly like that you’re such an easy lay.” 

Theo had looked across at Morgan and told him then 
that he should stay. It had been that easy. They lay in bed, 
fingers tangled, and decided to be together. 

Standing just inside the doorway of Morgan’s 
apartment, watching as he turned slowly around, holding 
the few things that mattered to him with a face as pale as 
the paintwork, Theo wondered exactly what he’d done to 
deserve getting so lucky twice. 


Morcan was loading his belongings into the trunk of Theo’s 
car when his phone rang. Theo’s chimed at almost the same 
time. 

“It’s Evan,” Theo said. 

“Joel.” Morgan looked at his cell phone, then answered, 
“Hey, Joel,” maintaining eye contact with Theo the whole 
time. Theo took Evan’s call, noticing the shadows under 
Morgan’s eyes. They hadn’t slept much. He wondered if he 
would need much persuading to take a nap when they got 
home. Crawling back into bed seemed like a great plan. 
Evan’s voice dragged him out of the moment. 


“Give Joel his job back.” Theo could picture Evan’s 
expression: Deadly serious—all sharp angles and narrowed 
eyes. 

“Hi, Evan, how pleasant to hear from you,” he teased. 

“Oh, quit it. Just give him his job back already.” His voice 
softened as he added, “We get it. We understand you 
thought Joel did something wrong, but he didn’t, did he? Are 
you with Adam right now?” 

Theo sighed. Joel had done everything right. 

“Yes, we’re together. | need to talk to Joel, | guess.” 

Evan agreed. Theo could half hear Joel in the 
background talking with Morgan, who leaned against Theo’s 
car, nodding and smiling as he listened. “This would all be 
SO much easier in person. Where are you right now?” After a 
quick discussion, they agreed to meet at Theo’s place. 

Morgan slid into the passenger seat, leaning over for a 
kiss, asking, “How long do we have?” His smile made Theo’s 
chest feel tight. 

“Probably not long enough.” He guessed they were both 
thinking about the same thing. 

Morgan had woken Theo at around 5 a.m., kissing him 
into consciousness, sucking his way across his shoulders. 
He’d kept his eyes shut for a while, thinking he must be 
dreaming. Where he was more used to cool, empty sheets, 
Morgan was all solid warmth, his hot erection pressed firmly 
up against Theo’s ass. 

Turning over and wrapping his arms around him had 
been easy, and that’s how their first slow, still-sleepy sex 
had turned out. What could have been tense and fraught 
with first-time nerves had actually been slow and smooth 
and so easy between them. Morgan had whimpered against 
his neck, leg hitched over Theo’s hip as Theo slowly touched 
him, fingers slick with lube he’d applied in the dim pre-dawn 
light. Morgan had hitched his leg a little higher, pushing 
down as Theo slid a finger in. They sighed into each other’s 


mouths as they lay on their sides while Theo pressed and 
stroked Morgan into a shoulder-clutching mess. 

Morgan’s voice had been hoarse as he urged, “I’m 
ready, I’m ready, I’m ready,” and he rolled onto his other 
side while Theo gloved up. This time Morgan lifted his leg 
and hooked his hand behind his own knee, making space, 
thrusting back as Theo slipped into position. When he 
whispered, “Do it,” Theo did, arm wrapping around Morgan’s 
chest, holding him close, feeling his heart race after the first 
Slow, almost awkward, too-tight shove in. Theo gasped, 
while Morgan let out a long, low groan. 

“Tell me when.” Theo pressed kisses everywhere he 
could reach, licking salt from Morgan’s shoulders, holding on 
tight, trying not to thrust when thrusting was all he wanted 
to do. Feeling the shake in Morgan’s raised leg, he guided it 
back to lie along his own, and Morgan leaned against him, 
Slipping his foot behind Theo’s calf, letting him take his 
weight. 

Theo pulled back a little after Morgan let out a 
breathless, “Okay, okay, I’m good.” And his first full fuck 
into Morgan was slow and hot and the sweetest constriction 
he ever remembered feeling. Morgan grunted—a deep, 
guttural noise that rumbled through the palm Theo pressed 
over his chest. When Theo hesitated, Morgan turned, neck 
awkwardly twisted, ass pushing back. 

“Do that again.” 

Theo did. Morgan’s body held onto his cock as he pulled 
back some, then gave, yielded, relaxed around him as he 
pushed in. 

“And again.” 

They took it easy at the start. Theo was shaking, sweat 
beading his forehead as he followed Morgan’s excruciatingly 
Slow lead. 

“Just there, again. Yeah, yeah. Like that. Just like that.” 


Soon Morgan was struggling into a different position, 
reaching back and clamping one hand on Theo’s ass, pulling 
him with him as he sprawled on his front. His pillow-muffled 
“Faster, do me faster” made Theo nudge Morgan’s legs 
open wider. In the thin, pale light of dawn, he could just 
make out his own constant, surging hip roll reflected in the 
mirrored closet door, as well as Morgan’s hand gripping the 
mattress edge, his knuckles almost luminous white. 

When Theo pulled up on Morgan’s hips, he rose 
willingly, shoving himself back on Theo’s cock, making the 
kind of sounds that set off sparks somewhere inside Theo. 

“My dick.... Hold my dick.” Theo reached around. He 
curved his hips lower, the change in angle making Morgan 
yelp, the sound sharp and desperate. His cock was a hot, 
heavy weight in Theo’s firm grip, and he buried his face in 
the pillows as Theo let him go to plow him, over and over 
and over. When Morgan came, it was sudden, one moment 
fucking as much as getting fucked, the next shouting, “Don’t 
stop! Don’t stop! Don't stop!” 

Theo fucked him through it, eyes clamped shut, hands 
biting into Morgan’s hips as he hung on desperately. When 
he couldn’t hang on any longer, and came—blinded and 
voiceless—Morgan reached back and held onto the back of 
his thigh, grounding him. They ended up slumped, chests 
heaving, hands searching for each other’s, then holding on 
tight. 

“Yeah,” Theo sighed almost in synchrony with Morgan as 
they looked across at each other. He put the car in gear, 
thinking that there was no way in hell they had time for 
doing that again before his interns arrived. 

When Morgan spoke, he echoed Theo’s own thoughts 
perfectly. 

“Some things are too good to rush.” 


It was only awkward for a while when Joel and Evan arrived, 
bearing beer and chips. Theo guided Joel into the kitchen, 
while Evan headed into the living room, following the sound 
of sports fans cheering. 

Theo put their beer in the refrigerator, pulling two out 
for his guests and grabbing some water for himself and 
Morgan. When he turned around, Joel stood just inside the 
kitchen door, arms crossed and eyebrows raised. For a 
moment, Theo caught a glimpse of how he’d look as a much 
older man. His gaze was direct, his jaw firm. Instead of his 
usual combination of plain with a hint of cute, he looked 
straightforwardly handsome. His focus was very attractive, if 
not a little intimidating. 

Theo felt all of twelve years old, just like he had the one 
and only time he attempted to lie his way out of trouble in 
front of his father. It had been such a dumb thing to lie 
about, a kid thing so inconsequential that he couldn’t even 
recall the details. He just remembered his dad’s direct stare 
and utter, complete, protracted silence. He learned from 
that experience that sometimes it was better to admit right 
away when he was in the wrong. 

“I’m sorry | fired you. | hope you know that, Joel.” 

Joel nodded slowly. 

“I was in a bad place, which had absolutely nothing to 
do with you at all.” 

Joel nodded again, almost unblinking. 

“I thought, mistakenly it turned out, that Morgan was 
your age. We had become very close. We built a real 
friendship. | guess | imagined him as my age, so that came 
as quite a shock.” 

Joel frowned. 

“It’s not that there’s anything wrong with your age. No, 
not at all. | just had a different mental picture, and age gaps 
haven’t worked out so well for me in the past....” 


“How old is he exactly? What do you know about him? 
What does he do?” Joel interrupted. 

“He’s twenty-eight. He translates things—documents, 
books, legal stuff—whatever people pay him to do.” Theo 
frowned, adding, “I thought you’d know that already.” Joel 
pursed his lips, frowning right back at him. 

“Our paths only crossed at the shelter a few times.” Joel 
leaned back on the kitchen door, forcing it shut with a firm 
click. 

“But you knew him well enough to go skating?” Morgan 
had mentioned that he didn’t know Joel all that well, but he 
guessed they must have been fairly comfortable with each 
other to share their leisure time. 

“He helped me out with Evan. We got chatting one day 
about how people hide behind perceptions. A lot of people 
who come through the shelter do that. They're just the 
drunk, the addict, the business failure. We all do it, | guess, 
when it suits us.” He sat on one of the stools at the counter. 
“Those Daly boys are the good sons.” He made air quotes 
as he said it. “Adam... sorry, Morgan had a lot to say about 
the subject.” 

Joel looked at the counter for a minute before accepting 
the beer Theo passed his way. 

“Did you know that Evan would only come out with us if 
Heather pretended to be his date?” He nodded at Theo’s 
incredulous expression. “It’s true. Adam was right on the 
money. | told him about the way Evan was—half 
encouraging me, half pushing me away—and he bet me that 
Evan was trying to fit someone else’s perception. He thinks 
people do that if they’re really scared. That’s the worst thing 
about working at the shelter: knowing people’s secrets. 
Sometimes you can even see them on their skin, but you 
can’t help them until they ask.” 

Theo couldn’t imagine Evan being scared of much; he 
was small but so fucking feisty. 


“I asked Evan out a hundred times before he told me 
that he couldn’t let his mom down. How fucked up is that? 
Aiden’s just the same.” 

“Aiden’s gay?” Theo was only half surprised. He’d been 
almost too overwhelmed with Evan’s fashion advice to 
acknowledge the speculative nature of the taller Daly’s 
interest when they first met at his store. The second time 
he’d been so pissed with Theo, he’d been frightening. 

“I have no idea what Aiden is or isn’t. He’s an enigma, 
all right. | just know that they are terrified of letting her 
down. We all have issues, | guess.” He took a long pull from 
his bottle before adding, “So you thought Adam... Morgan 
was older? Then you thought he was younger? Turns out 
he’s somewhere in the middle, right? Maybe you should 
figure out if you have any other preconceptions about him, 
Theo. Just because you knew each other online doesn’t 
mean you truly know each other, right?” Joel stood, then 
headed for the door before turning back. 

“Can | come back to work on Monday?” Theo blinked at 
him, trying to take in what he just said. “Il promise not to 
make out in the archive room again.” His smile was pure 
Joel—huge and infectious. Theo nodded, and Joel crossed 
the kitchen quickly, shaking his hand before saying, “I’m 
sorry you were upset. If I'd known what the problem was, | 
would have helped you two hook up earlier. Just take it easy, 
Theo. People come to the shelter for lots of different 
reasons....” He shrugged. “Maybe you should ask Morgan 
about his reasons.” 

Theo thought about that as he wiped away the 
condensation ring left by Joel’s beer bottle and emptied 
chips into a bowl. He didn’t really need to ask Morgan what 
he was doing at the shelter. He knew enough about his 
belief in walking a mile in other people’s shoes. It made 
complete sense that he’d reach out to people in need. The 


man might be an Internet debate-forum nightmare but he 
had a huge heart in real life. 

Huge. 

He headed to the living room, ignoring Morgan’s bags 
and carton scattered by the front door, nearly tripping over 
his shoes, grateful instead for his steadying hand on his hip 
and quick assistance as Morgan took the bowl from him. 
Evan got up from his spot on the couch, where he’d been 
talking with Morgan, and headed to where Joel sat, perching 
on the arm of his chair. Morgan’s hand was warm when it 
rested casually on Theo’s thigh. 

He sat back, listening as Evan quizzed Morgan— 
interrogated might have been a more apt descriptor—about 
his occupation, with particular interest in his work doing 
verbal translations. 

“I mostly do written translation work, but | do verbal 
stuff also. It’s just harder to bill, so | avoid it. I’m on the list 
of translators for student welfare at WSU and at Seattle 
Children’s Hospital. If they get inquiries or emergencies, | 
get called. It just depends on the language and the issue. 
I’m not interested in talking business in any language, to be 
honest, but if someone’s in trouble, it’s cool to be able to 
help.” 

That summed Morgan up. He would help anyone if he 
could. Theo felt badly for not volunteering to help others 
himself. He and Ben had been pretty wrapped up with each 
other and their close friends, he guessed. Maybe that was 
something he could learn from Morgan. He slipped his hand 
over Morgan’s, lacing their fingers together. 

As they chatted some more, Evan asked if Morgan would 
talk with his brother. He constantly had issues with foreign 
Suppliers, Evan said. Maybe Morgan could point him in the 
direction of a service that could help him? When he asked 
which languages Morgan spoke, Theo listened carefully. 


They still had such huge gaps in what they knew about each 
other. 

“Spanish, Portuguese, Italian, and French are the 
languages | work in. My Cantonese is pretty much verbal 
only, and the same goes for German.” He shrugged. “I have 
no idea why people find that impressive. Some people play 
a lot of instruments. It just means | can argue about shit in 
lots of different countries.” Theo squeezed his hand. “And | 
get paid to spend all day lazing in bed with my laptop.” He 
stretched hugely, extravagantly, yawning and sliding his 
arm around Theo. 

Joel’s laughter rang out. “Smooth move, dude. We can 
take a hint. Come on, babe.” He pulled Evan into his lap, 
catching him by surprise, kissing him quickly before 
standing. “l'Il see you tomorrow, boss?” 

Theo nodded, smiling, grateful for yet another second 
chance. 

His interns smiled right back. 

They said goodbye, Theo seeing them out, then 
watching from the living room window with Morgan right 
beside him as they crossed the lot. Joel’s hand was 
constantly on Evan—his shoulder, his ass, the small of his 
back—while they walked. When they got to Evan’s car, he 
looked around before wrapping his hand around Joel’s neck. 
His kiss was quick, fierce, and dirty. 

Morgan’s voice was a low, warm rumble in his ear. “It’s 
wrong how hot that was, right?” 

Theo nodded. “Yes, very wrong.” They watched as Evan 
opened the car door and climbed in, leaving Joel blinking 
and looking dazed. Theo shut his own eyes at the first slick 
slide of Morgan’s tongue on his neck. 

Blinking and dazed: Theo knew exactly how Joel felt. 


CHAPTER- 
Nine een 


THEO’S commute seemed easier than usual on Monday. 
Every stoplight turned green as he approached, and for 
once even the office elevator stood empty and waiting for 
him. He’d left Morgan in bed, and nothing seemed weird 
about leaving someone he’d only known for a few days—in 
real life at least—alone in his home. He’d returned to his 
bedroom after eating breakfast, spare set of keys in hand, to 
find Morgan with his face burrowed into the rumpled white 
cotton of Theo’s pillowcase, hugging it like he’d hugged 
Theo just half an hour before. 

Theo knelt at the side of the bed, asking, “Are you really 
sniffing my pillow?” 

Morgan’s “Yeah” had been muffled—soft and breathy— 
so completely unlike his usual voice that Theo leaned in a 
little closer. 

“Are you asleep?” 

“Oh, yeah.” This time Morgan turned and stretched like 
some exotic wildcat—all concave stomach, arched back, and 
lean grace, before rolling back over Theo’s pillow again, leg 
hitched. Theo pulled the sheet—reluctantly—over his ass, 
then slid his hands across Morgan’s back, making him 
almost purr. Against the stark white cotton, his skin looked 
creamy. It was hard to believe that it had been marred by 
bruises the first time he saw Morgan at the shelter. That 
seemed like a lifetime ago. 

Morgan’s eyelashes looked too heavy to lift. They barely 
opened as he mumbled, “See you later?” Theo nodded as 


he kissed him good-bye. He hadn’t even left for work yet, 
and already he couldn’t wait to come home. 

He drove to his office thinking how right it felt leaving 
Morgan at home sprawled across his bed, snoring softly as 
he quietly shut the bedroom door. He guessed that a more 
rational person—Maggie, for example—might have a lot to 
say about how dumb it was to leave his house open to 
someone he hardly knew. But he just felt calm, as if the 
tension he’d carried for over a year was slowly but surely 
unwinding from around his ribs. 

He wasn’t entirely naive; he didn’t expect everything to 
go smoothly between them. He still clearly remembered 
aspects of transitioning into his first serious relationship 
with Ben. Some of that shit had been tough, catching him by 
Surprise, making him question his twenty-something 
judgment at the time. 

Theo’s first year with Ben—which had been a blur of 
organizing Ben’s immigration, finishing up grad school, 
relocating back up to Seattle, and settling into his new job— 
had been so busy that simple things about their new life 
together often surprised him. He’d step out of the shower 
sometimes, still half asleep, and be startled to find Ben 
brushing his teeth. Things that became dear and familiar 
the longer they were together, like the curve of Ben’s spine 
as he bent over the basin, seemed foreign and unfamiliar 
then. 

Sometimes he'd felt a little awkward, shy even. Ben 
already had an adult history. He’d already had a live-in 
partner. Everything that was brand-new to Theo seemed to 
come so easily to Ben because he’d done most things 
already. Ben made the everyday adjustments of learning to 
live together seem like a comfortable coat he was shrugging 
back into, approaching problems with gentle amusement 
rather than frustration or bad temper. 


They had fallen in love and acted on impulse, meshing 
their lives so quickly that he hadn’t had time to consider 
that there might be a downside to getting together as they 
had. He remembered his mother asking pointed questions 
during his first phone calls from Italy after meeting Ben, 
especially when he didn’t come home as planned before the 
next semester commenced. He sat in Ben’s parents’ foyer 
using their phone as his brothers crashed through the front 
door, full of laughter, challenging each other over some 
perceived insult. 

“Theo, darling, what do you mean you won't be coming 
home?” She’d sounded a little upset, and he could 
understand that. He always spent time at home toward the 
end of the summer. Helping his dad around the house and 
dock had turned into a tradition, and his mom liked to fatten 
him up before she sent him back to college. “But who is he, 
Theo? How can you know enough about him already?” She'd 
sounded more confused than anything else, he guessed. 

“Wait until you meet him, Mom. You’ll love Ben.” Theo 
had been so sure she would. 

He’d been certain, absolutely certain. 

He didn’t want to think about what her reaction to 
Morgan might be. Instead, he spent his commute 
discovering a brand-new appreciation for the way Ben had 
thrown himself into building a life with him, even when 
leaving his own family must have been so hard. He 
appreciated now that Ben might have felt similarly toward 
him when he’d been younger and idealistic as he did about 
Morgan now. 

Ben had met him in Milan and then had taken the risk of 
traveling halfway around the world to be with him. They had 
fifteen amazing years together, and while that hadn’t been 
enough—not nearly enough—the way things worked out for 
them made him see that he and Morgan might be able to 
build something similar. Not the same—never the same— 


but something very special, for sure. He could feel it. Maybe 
that’s why they’d reached for each other on the Internet. 
Maybe that’s why they’d both struggled so much whenever 
one of them had withdrawn for a while. 

Yeah, Theo decided as he approached his office, he’d 
rush into this relationship all right. He’d throw himself into it 
and take whatever he could get because life really could be 
too short. He remembered Peter saying the same thing, and 
when he called him, making it his first task of the day to 
explain that he’d met someone special, Peter repeated the 
Same phrase again. 

Theo settled down to work, seeing Morgan’s sleepy 
smile, after he agreed that he’d see him later, every single 
time he closed his eyes. 

He hadn’t expected to see Morgan quite so soon. 

Ben used to meet him for lunch sometimes. In their 
early days, he used to stand outside the building, waiting for 
Theo to finish his morning’s work. He’d grin as soon as he 
saw Theo, stuffing his hands in his pockets as he hurried 
toward him. Theo used to watch Ben restrain himself, and 
would instantly feel the stress of a morning spent trying to 
master complex financial analysis slip away. Instead of 
embracing as an average couple might, Ben would rush up, 
then stop short, smiling, smiling, smiling. 

After Ben broke the ice with Theo’s colleagues at their 
first company party, he stopped waiting outside, taking the 
elevator up to Theo’s floor instead, asking after the 
receptionist’s family while he waited. He’d sit with Theo in 
the cafeteria, shaking his head at the menu, promising 
something delicious for dinner. 

If Theo was overwhelmed with work at audit time, Ben 
would prop open the heavy door of the archive room to give 
him a little air, then feed him bites of sandwiches while he 
worked through his lunch hour, concerned at how quickly 
Theo’s appetite faded whenever he was stressed. By the 


time Theo had his own office, their lunch dates had scaled 
down to once in a blue moon, but he often left for his early 
morning gym sessions with a Ben-prepared lunch in his 
sports bag, as well as a husky warning in his ear not to 
forget to eat. 

Morgan didn’t waste any time hanging around outside 
his office. 

He still looked sleep rumpled when Theo saw him 
through his blinds that lunchtime, yawning hugely, sitting on 
the corner of Joel’s desk, flicking paperclips at Evan while 
Maggie stood next to him looking vaguely pissed. 

Theo opened the blinds a little more, itching to go see 
Morgan, knowing he could only spare a minute. He’d arrived 
that morning to an inbox full of urgent e-mails, and he 
needed to press on until he had at least caught up with the 
backlog. Maggie caught his eye. She was frowning, her head 
tilted as she listened to something Morgan said, then 
Shaking her head. Theo headed out, wondering if the two 
most opinionated people in his life might be clashing before 
he even had a chance to introduce them. 

“Hey.” 

Morgan’s smile was wide and sudden. Theo recalled Ben 
then, stuffing his hands into his pockets, forcing himself to 
keep his hands to himself when they were first around his 
colleagues. He laced his own fingers together behind his 
back, the urge to touch Morgan dragging at him like a 
riptide, making him move almost against his will. 

He couldn’t concentrate on Maggie’s expression—half 
sad, half happy—as he tugged Morgan by the sleeve over to 
his office. He didn’t dwell on the way his interns smiled. All 
he saw was Morgan reaching for his tie, wrapping it around 
his wrist as he pressed the door shut behind him, then 
hauling Theo close like he was a sea bass on the end of an 
angler’s stretched-tight line. He shut his eyes, expecting a 
kiss, but Morgan’s scruff against his cheek—rubbing, 


nudging, making his head tilt—sent prickles of electricity 
through him. When he made space, Morgan shoved at his 
neck like a cat looking for the perfect place to rub itself. 

“Oh my God, you’re nuzzling me, Morgan.” 

“Shut up.” 

“You are. You are definitely nuzzling me.” 

His deep breath and exhalation against Theo’s neck was 
SO warm. 

“Can you finish up early?” 

Theo laughed, running the fingertips of one hand 
through Morgan’s too-short hair, wishing it were still long 
enough to wrap around his wrists. “No, I’ve barely started. 
What are you doing here?” 

Morgan’s lips were warm, his teeth sharp, his nips and 
almost-kisses acting as punctuation as he spoke. 

“You said | could see you later.” 

“Morgan, it’s not even noon.” 

“I was just passing by.” Theo snorted. Morgan bit him a 
little harder. “I was. | had some documents to deliver a few 
blocks from here. | used your printer. | hope that’s cool.” He 
let Theo’s tie slip loose, wrapping both arms around him, 
squeezing him tight. “Did you know that you have 
absolutely nothing to eat at your place?” 

“Are you hungry? | can send one of the interns down to 
the cafeteria with you.” 

“I’m good. | just wanted to know what you liked. | can 
shop on the way home.” 

Home. 

Theo squeezed him back. 

“I like anything that someone else makes,” he admitted. 
Ben had cooked pretty much everything, and he acted 
offended if Theo tried to help. Admittedly, he hadn’t ever 
tried too hard. His diet of the last year had consisted mostly 


of frozen dinners and bagged salad, or his mother’s mac ’n 
cheese. 

Morgan sucked, bit, and licked across his throat, making 
Theo’s legs feel weak, as if he’d been treading water for far 
too long. He kissed Theo’s neck one last time before saying, 
“Oh, you're shit out of luck then. Cooking is such a waste of 
porn-watching time that | never really learned.” 

Theo snorted, doing a little nuzzling of his own. 

“Plus, it’s hard to keep up with Internet arguments 
about junk food if you have to keep getting up to chop and 
stir shit.” Theo couldn’t fault Morgan’s logic. “I would kill for 
a home-cooked meal.” The yearning in Morgan’s voice was 
rough and honest. 

All afternoon, Theo thought about that comment, as well 
as how happy he felt seeing Morgan in the middle of the 
day. He didn’t care if they were rushing. The way Morgan 
hugged him so tightly reflected exactly how he felt. 

He made a call, then sent Morgan a message. 

THEO: I’m taking you home for dinner. 


THEO’s car headlights sliced through the darkness as they 
edged around the lake. Morgan sat in rare silence, staring at 
him. Theo pulled over less than a half mile from his parent’s 
house, looking straight out the windshield as he spoke. 

“Mom was generally always civil to Ben, but it was 
pretty clear that she wasn’t happy we were together. | told 
you all this, right? I’ve thought about it a lot over the years. 
| used to think that they would get used to each other, then 
| guessed that maybe they were too similar. Eventually | 
stopped putting everyone through it and usually just saw 
my parents on my own.” 

Morgan sat in silence. 

“I think Mom was waiting for everything to go wrong. 
She thought Ben was too old for me.” He snorted. It wasn’t 


a happy sound. “You know there were nine years between 
us?” 

He knew that Morgan could do the math. There were 
over thirteen years between them. 

“If we’re doing this....” His voice faltered as Morgan’s 
fingers curled around the back of his neck. Theo’s voice was 
gruff when he spoke again. “Yeah, if we’re doing this, 
Morgan, then this time I’m pushing through.” He saw 
Morgan’s nod reflected on the inside of the windshield glass. 
They made dark eye contact. “She thought that things 
would go wrong, and eventually she was right. They did, but 
only because he died. If he’d lived, she still wouldn’t be 
talking to him now, and I'd still be watching every word | 
said, cutting my visits short, feeling like a shitty son and a 
Shitty partner.” 

Morgan’s voice was low. “I can behave, Theo.” 

“I don’t want you to. | want you to be yourself.” Theo 
was loud, louder than he intended. He shook his head, 
annoyed with himself, then started again. “I have wonderful 
parents. They always supported me—who | am—and only 
ever wanted me to be happy. My mom just couldn’t let me 
go. | think she saw Ben as judgmental, which was crazy. He 
was so easygoing. | guess she was just overprotective. She 
thought he was too old and would eventually hurt me. That 
hurt all of us, and I’m not ever going to let that happen 
again.” Morgan’s hand dropped to his lap. 

“I know she’s sorry now. | think she has regrets.” So did 
Theo. So many regrets for all the wasted time, all the meals 
tense with unnatural silence. Ben always said that no one 
would ever be good enough for her Theo, so maybe it was 
best for him to stay away. He wished now that he had taken 
Ben with him every single fucking time he made the lonely 
drive to the lake on his own, if only to have those hours with 
Ben to remember. 


Morgan squeezed Theo’s thigh before he spoke. “I’m not 
sure how to do this, Theo. | annoy people. | make people 
angry, really angry, but | don’t do that shit on purpose.” He 
looked across at Theo, his dark eyes huge, his long lashes 
casting shadows across his cheeks. “What if | make things 
worse between you all?” 

Theo unfastened his seatbelt and leaned over, kissing 
Morgan until he was breathless. 

“You can’t make things worse. | love my parents, but | 
choose you, Morgan. The sooner we all get that straight, the 
better. | choose you.” He shrugged, heat creeping up his 
neck, glad that they sat in the near-dark. He felt a little 
choked up that it took losing someone to make him fight for 
the things that really mattered. 

“I want you, and I want my family, but most of all....” He 
held Morgan’s hand. 

“Yeah?” Theo loved it when Morgan sounded like he 
couldn’t catch his breath. 

“Most of all, | want some of my mom’s cooking.” 

When they pulled up outside the house he’d grown up 
in, they were both smiling. 


His mom tried so hard. Theo had moments where he didn’t 
know whether to laugh or cry. He wished there was a word 
to describe the bittersweetness of watching her welcome 
Morgan into their home, trying so hard to make him feel 
comfortable before escaping to the kitchen. He left Morgan 
watching the news with his dad, then joined her. 

She grated cheese while he washed and dried the pans 
in the sink. 

“Morgan seems very pleasant.” She kept her face 
lowered as she spoke. Theo thought for a moment before 
speaking. 


“He argues a lot. He can’t cook. He’s as messy as hell. 
Sometimes he'll say the opposite of what he believes just to 
test you. He’s slow to trust but quick to offer help. He has 
the hugest heart, and he'll support people—complete 
strangers—who might turn around and hurt him. Sometimes 
he’s a little shit, usually right when he needs someone to 
lean on.” 

His mom stopped grating, looking up, her mouth open in 
a perfect O. 

“You might as well know right from the start, Mom. | 
have no idea what will happen between us. | have no idea 
how long we'll last or if he even wants something long-term 
with me. But you need to know this: | want him in my life for 
as long as he'll have me.” He sat opposite her, wrapping his 
hands around her bowl of cheese to stop them from 
Shaking. 

“He’s younger than me. A lot younger than me.” He 
Snorted, then added, “He thinks he knows more than me 
about everything.” He lowered his voice. “I think he’s 
probably right.” 

“Theo....” 

“No, Mom. Don’t say anything. | just had to tell you. It’s 
not like I’m a kid anymore, right? I’m old enough to make 
my own mistakes. | always was, and I’m more than old 
enough to recognize a good thing when | see it.” He 
watched her lips tighten. She looked up, her dark gray eyes 
mirror images of his own. 

“I think you have a pretty good track record of choosing 
well, Theo.” She wrapped her fingers around his. They sat in 
silence until the timer pinged. He watched as she gathered 
herself before crossing to the stove and pulling out the hot 
pan that contained their supper. She sprinkled the cheese 
over its contents, then set it back in the oven. 

“You know, Theo, the older you get, the harder it is to 
learn new things,” she said with conviction. “But it’s not 


impossible. It’s true. | even learned to program the delay on 
the dishwasher.” When she smiled, the years dropped away, 
and his mom—his mom, not the brittle woman who used to 
sit across from Ben, watching him as if she expected him to 
break Theo’s heart at any moment—looked back at him. “Go 
and tell the boys that dinner will be ready in ten minutes.” 

He went, feeling both lighter and heavier, wishing he’d 
had the same conversation years before. He was almost 
certain that they needed to live through what they had 
already to meet somewhere in the middle, but hated that 
they’d had to do so. As he approached the den doorway, he 
heard his dad shout. 

“That is a complete lie. | don’t know where you heard 
that, but you’re dead wrong, kid.” 

Theo stopped—paralyzed—devastated that he’d built a 
bridge in the kitchen only to hear his dad kicking one down 
in the den. He rested his head against the door, face 
flushed, feeling sick. He hadn’t heard his dad shout for over 
twenty years. 

“Oh, give it up, old man. Read it and weep.” Morgan 
sounded absolutely fucking delighted. 

“I will not. | can’t, anyhow. | don’t have my glasses with 
me.” 

“That’s pathetic. They’re on your head. You know you’re 
wrong. Just accept it.” 

Theo pushed his way into the room. Morgan wasn’t on 
the couch where he’d left him. He was perched on a 
footstool instead, by his dad’s chair near the fire, right 
where Theo used to sit as a kid. He scrolled on his phone, 
then thrust it in his dad’s face. Morgan’s smile was 
beautiful, his skin flushed and his eyes sparkling. Theo 
found it hard to look away from him as his dad took 
Morgan’s iPhone, holding it almost at arm’s length before 
starting to read. His “Well, shit!” made Morgan laugh loudly. 
His dad joined in, shaking his head. 


For a second, Theo found himself remembering the man 
at the fair, encouraging marks to chase the ace. He thought 
the man had used magic. He’d been certain of it when his 
six-year-old hands couldn’t master what his dad called a 
simple trick. Theo watched his boyfriend sit at his dad’s 
feet, mocking him, making him open up, casting some 
strange spell. Yeah, Morgan was magic all right. 

His voice sounded weird when he told them that dinner 
was nearly ready. They both looked up, smiling, and Theo 
wondered when breathing got to be so fucking hard. He 
motioned for them to stay where they were, his chest 
aching, pulling out his cell phone and taking their picture. 
The image he captured was a little blurred around the 
edges: Morgan was mid-eye roll; his dad was shoving his 
glasses back on his head. They both grinned. He’d never 
taken a picture like it at his parents’ house before, and he 
was still looking at the digital screen when his dad went 
through to the kitchen. 

Morgan’s hands were warm—so warm—on his cheeks. 

“Hey.” 

Theo nodded back. 

“We were talking politics.” 

“| guessed.” His voice still sounded weird. 

“I’m so sorry your dad’s such a fucking idiot, Theo.” He 
kissed him, just a brief pass of soft, dry lips that made Theo 
sway as he continued. “It does account for a lot, though....” 
Theo grabbed Morgan and kissed him properly, fiercely, 
holding him tight, his phone dropping to the couch. 

They held each other up until his mom shouted, “Boys! 
Dinner!” 

Later, Theo tried to remember if he had ever shared a 
more relaxed meal with his parents and a boyfriend. Even 
when he had been much younger and had brought 
boyfriends home during his first years at college, things had 
always been a little awkward. He guessed that was 


understandable. When he brought Ben home with him, his 
mother seemed to take his inquisitiveness as criticism. It 
made for meals so tense that Theo found it hard to swallow. 

Morgan set the tone of their first family evening right 
from the start. 

“This is the most delicious thing I’ve ever eaten.” 

Theo blinked as his mom blushed with pleasure and 
scooped another serving onto Morgan’s already heaped 
plate. 

“You need to teach me how to make this. Your son is 
hopeless, and one of us has to learn to cook or we'll both 
starve.” He nodded, then tilted his head toward Theo, 
adding, “Of course he’s far, far too old to learn now.” Theo 
choked; his dad shook his head while his mother stared at 
her plate. 

When she finally spoke, Theo expected her usual 
reserve, but was surprised when she made eye contact with 
Morgan instead. 

“You'd be surprised just how much an old dog can learn, 
Morgan, given the right incentive.” They smiled at each 
other before she asked, “Do you really like it?” 

Morgan nodded, his expression solemn. “I never lie 
about serious things.” He took another huge bite. 

“I shall teach you then. It’s the mix of cheeses that 
makes the difference. | finish it with parmigiano.” Her eyes 
slid across to Theo. “Ben said it would improve the recipe, 
and he was right.” Her eyes fell, then lifted again. Morgan 
shrugged, then ate and ate while arguing good-naturedly 
with Theo’s dad, acting as if they were a completely normal, 
happy family. Theo watched as he joked and charmed, 
mocked and asked questions, listening to their answers with 
obvious interest. Theo sat at his old kitchen table and 
caught a glimpse of the future. 

Everything looked possible, better, happier. 


He put his fork down, suddenly unable to swallow. 
Under the table, his mom squeezed his feet between 
her own. 
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Morcan found excuses to come see Theo at work every day 
during that first week. He only stopped by for a few 
minutes, asking to use the copier or sneaking one of his 
interns away for coffee. Theo found himself looking out for 
him, peering through his blinds instead of concentrating on 
his work, making excuses of his own for his lack of 
productivity that Maggie listened to, brows raised, in 
complete, skeptical silence. He couldn’t believe that she 
really had nothing to say about his change in relationship 
status. 

Theo waited until Thursday morning before making her 
talk. She finished up describing his schedule for the 
following day, and then made notes when he listed 
additional tasks. He had a lot to complete before he left for 
Italy with his parents the following week. 

“Rearrange the last meeting tomorrow for earlier in the 
day, or cancel it please, Maggie.” She nodded, adding to the 
list she’d already compiled on her pad. “I’m helping Morgan 
move the rest of his stuff over to my place, so l'Il be taking 
half a day of personal leave.” She nodded again before 
looking up. 

“Anything else, Theo?” 

“Yes, Maggie, we'll need you to organize a U-Haul. 
Morgan has a lot of bodies in his freezer to move, and his 
assault rifles take up more space than | imagined. Also, can 
you contact my bank and transfer all of my accounts into his 
name? We're setting up a new Internet church, and Morgan 


says he needs all my money as a sign of my faith. Did | tell 
you his name isn’t really Morgan? It’s Adam. Can you 
believe it? That’s definitely a sign from God.” 

She closed her eyes. 

“Alternatively, you could just believe that he isn’t an 
Internet crazy who wants to hurt me.” 

When Maggie opened her eyes again, they shone. 

“I don’t think he wants to hurt you, Theo.” She sat on 
his desk and kicked at his ankle, her lips pressing into thin, 
white lines before she added, “I just worry that he might do 
it accidentally.” 

“Shall | tell you why I’m not concerned about that, 
Maggie?” He held out his hands until she gave up the pad 
She clutched so tightly. She wrapped her arms around 
herself, shrugging. 

“I already know him. I’ve known him for months. | 
already know all about where he grew up, and what his 
family values were. | know that he misses them all so much, 
particularly his dad, but I’m pretty certain I’m not a 
replacement, if that’s what you’re wondering. He’s twenty- 
eight, not eighteen, and he worked through his own shit 
long before he met me.” 

Maggie grimaced, saying, “I didn’t think that, Theo. | 
really didn’t. He’s not like the kids.” She inclined her head 
toward the outer office. They both looked out for a moment 
to where Joel and Evan worked side by side, leaning 
unconsciously toward each other. “I can see that already.” 

Theo held a hand out. “I already know which subjects 
make him laugh, as well as the things that make him crazy. | 
know that he takes half a day to wake up, and that he’s as 
grumpy as hell until he eats. | know he loves olives, but 
hates anchovies, and I’m pretty certain that he thinks my 
pizza delivery guy is hot.” 

Maggie blinked at him and took his hand before adding, 
“Yeah, he’s not wrong.” 


Theo smiled. “I know that Morgan is honest to a fucking 
fault about things that matter, and if he has secrets, well, | 
don’t want to know them. We both had lives before.” Theo 
was guessing. He and Morgan discussed pretty much 
anything and everything, apart from Morgan’s prior 
partners. Sometimes he felt a little bad about that, 
imagining that the intensity of the way he remembered Ben 
left little room for his new partner to discuss past breakups. 
Maybe Morgan thought that his own hurts paled in 
comparison. Theo hoped that wasn’t the case. 

Theo then repeated what he had said to his own mother. 
“I’m happy. | have no idea what the future holds, but | am 
very happy right now.” He shrugged. “Morgan makes me 
happy.” That was all he had to say, just a few words that 
made everything else irrelevant. 

His assistant sighed, then nudged his ankle again. “You 
know I’m pleased for you, right? It’s just....” Her face twisted 
as she struggled to find the right words. “It’s what we all 
want for you, Theo—all of us. | guess he just isn’t what | 
expected for you.” She squeezed his hand before picking up 
her pad and turning to leave. “He’s just so... so....” Theo 
nodded, encouraging her to just spill it already. If she had a 
hang-up about their age gap, he’d rather deal with it right 
now. It was what it was. People needed to get over it like he 
had. 

“He’s just so—” She made it to the door. “—so much 
hotter than you. Talk about a lucky break.” She grinned, 
backing out quickly while he grumbled. 

Maggie wasn’t wrong. She never fucking was. Theo tried 
to get his head back in the game, needing to plow through 
work to make leaving early the next day feasible, especially 
as he would be away the whole following week. Her quick 
knock made him look up. 

“Do you really need a U-Haul?” He shook his head, and 
she withdrew, pulling the door closed behind her. Morgan 


said he really didn’t have that much stuff. Maybe that was a 
legacy of all the moves he’d made growing up—he learned 
to travel light. Theo remembered the way Morgan had asked 
for his help to do something that really shouldn’t need two 
people. 

Theo had started the conversation with Morgan the 
night before. They were sprawled across his couch—the best 
couch in creation, according to Morgan—panting, sweat 
chilling, starting to stick together, when Theo suggested 
that Morgan move the rest of his stuff out of his old place. 
After a rare silence, Theo lifted himself a little, yanking a 
throw over them both, smiling as Morgan snuggled in. 

“Hey, don’t go to sleep yet.” 

Morgan was indignant. “I’m not! | was just thinking.” 

“Well, don’t do that in your head. Do it out loud like 
usual.” 

Morgan mumbled, “So fucking bossy,” into Theo’s 
shoulder, his lips tickling, making Theo shift onto his side. 

“I want you here, Morgan. | can’t see any point in 
waiting. You like it here, right?” He looked around the room, 
trying to see it from Morgan’s perspective. He guessed it 
still looked very much his and Ben’s home. “You know we 
can put a lot of this stuff away? | can make room for your 
things.” He needed Morgan to know that. He was ready to 
move on. 

“| don’t want you to do that, Theo. | like seeing where 
you've been. It’s kind of cool, like living in a museum.” 

Theo was vaguely horrified. Maybe his and Ben’s tastes 
were a little outdated. He really had no fucking clue. “We 
could redecorate,” he offered. 

Morgan shifted against him, long fingers wrapping 
around one of Theo’s wrists. “No, | like it. | just mean that | 
can see your history. Everything is right here out in the 
open. He gestured toward a really ugly vase. “Like that, 
right there. What’s the story behind that... thing?” 


Theo shuddered. “Oh, we fought over that.” They had. 
They really had. Theo lost his shit in a too-hot Provencal flea 
market, insisting for once that no, just no, he didn’t want 
that piece of crap in his home. He’d had a bad day. Their 
flight had been delayed, their first choice of hotel had been 
so horrible they’d already repacked and moved once, and 
every single thing Ben said annoyed the snot out of him. 

Ben had been uncharacteristically moody and 
ungracious. “I should have bought it just to keep beside my 
bed. It would have reminded me of your ugly nature, Theo.” 

Oh yes, they fought. They fought all the way back to the 
hotel, stumbling up the stairs, shoving each other into their 
cool and shady bedroom, right into bed. Ben bitched about 
the time Theo spent at work as he dragged his shirt off, 
while Theo moaned how it wasn’t his fucking fault that Ben 
had nothing to do all day as he yanked his shoes—still laced 
—from his feet. It had been Ben’s decision to retire early, 
not his. 

Ben held his face then, looking right into his eyes, 
making his temper fade into nothing. “I don’t regret selling 
my share to Marco. | only regret not doing it sooner, tesoro. | 
have so much more time now to waste on you.” He’d kissed 
Theo like he was something precious, rather than a moody 
shit with no sense of humor. They had slow sex while the 
breeze carried the heavy scent of lavender into the room. 
Ben slept deeply afterward—Theo finally recognizing that 
his man must have been absolutely dropping’ with 
exhaustion. He probably suggested visiting the market in 
the first place only to entertain Theo. 

He crept out and bought the vase—even uglier than he 
remembered—and left it on Ben’s nightstand, then sat 
reading a week-old Wall Street Journal on their balcony. He 
knew the exact moment Ben woke up. His deep rumble of 
delighted laughter made Theo smile for ages. 


Morgan shifted against him, his body tense. “You 
fought?” 

“Oh, yeah.” 

“So you ended up with that... thing... because it was 
what he wanted? He insisted?” Morgan pulled him close, 
dark eyes searching his face intently. 

“No, | bought it for Ben as a reminder that even when 
we were ugly to each other, we were still okay.” 

“Really?” Morgan’s expression was confused. “That 
doesn’t sound like much of a fight to me.” 

“What can | say? I’m a lover, not a fighter.” 

Morgan relaxed under his hands. “Will you come with 
me? Help me pack up my shit?” Theo agreed, suggesting 
they get on that over the weekend. Morgan pulled away. 
“Could we do it before the weekend? | don’t have much, so 
it won’t take long.” When Theo offered to lend him his car, 
saying Morgan could do it himself while Theo was at work, 
Morgan said nothing. The silence stretched between them, 
and Theo struggled to work out what Morgan’s issue was. 
This was the difficult part of being with someone new, he 
decided—trying to unravel the things that Morgan chose not 
to say was so much harder than arguing about politics. 

“| could take Friday afternoon off. Would you like that?” 
Morgan’s yes was muffled against Theo’s throat. “Then 
that’s what l'Il do. We’ll go get your things, then have all 
weekend to do whatever you like.” Morgan’s kisses were a 
hot, quick surprise. Theo almost laughed, then felt the 
tension that lay just beneath their surface. He wrapped his 
arms around Morgan, kissing him until they were right back 
where they started. 


He almost forgot that strange, silent tension until he stood 
outside Morgan’s apartment on Friday afternoon. 


Thinking back, Morgan hadn’t said much at all since 
collecting him from work. He drove Theo’s car in almost 
complete silence, then parked in the looming shadow cast 
by the old factory that housed his apartment. They rode up 
to Morgan’s floor, shifting the cartons they carried 
awkwardly from arm to arm, then headed toward his door, 
footsteps echoing along the still-industrial-looking hallway. 
Morgan dropped his cartons, telling Theo to wait while he let 
himself in. He was back in a moment, opening the door wide 
for Theo. 

“Were you expecting someone to be here?” The thought 
hadn’t crossed Theo’s mind until he stood outside Morgan’s 
door waiting for him to come back. He felt a sudden sick 
wash of dread. The last time he’d been asked to wait like 
that while someone checked whether the coast was clear 
was during his first year of college. He’d been asked out a 
few times by a dude in his general studies class. No, that 
wasn’t exactly what happened. The guy had pursued Theo, 
tracking him down in the huge library, just happening to sit 
at his table at lunchtime, until they struck up a friendship. 
When their study evenings turned into more, Theo was 
really happy. 

That happiness lasted until he realized his new 
boyfriend wouldn’t ever choose to meet in public, and 
looked over his shoulder constantly if they happened to be 
out. It had been a shock. They were studying in San 
Francisco, for fuck sake. He spent a short while blaming 
himself for not realizing that the dude was closeted, then 
spent much longer feeling dumb when he discovered that 
the dude he thought was his boyfriend was actually out and 
proud, and already had a long-term boyfriend. 

He stood outside Morgan’s door with that same sick 
inner lurch going on, as if the hallway floor beneath his feet 
were actually the worn, weathered boards of a too-tiny 
yacht facing too-tall waves. 


Morgan looked confused. “What? Expecting someone? 
No!” 

Theo moved past him, carrying in the cartons and 
dumping them next to the kitchen counter. 

“Okay.” Theo told himself to get a fucking grip already. 
Morgan was moving in with him. It was ridiculous to equate 
his out-of-character quietness with dishonesty. The man was 
fiercely honest—super quick to point out his own 
shortcomings, while equally swift to accept other people’s. 

They packed quickly—there really wasn’t much—and 
only needed to make two runs down to the car to load up. 
Each time they walked down that dark hallway, Theo felt 
unhappiness coming off Morgan in waves. Once they were 
done, with just a few bags and a guitar case left to bring 
down, Theo offered Morgan some privacy. Maybe he was 
upset because his last breakup had been hurtful. He 
certainly always looked pained if Theo brought it up. It 
wasn’t that Theo wanted to hear about his prior 
relationships, but if Morgan needed to talk about them—like 
he did about Ben sometimes—he was open to it. It seemed 
impossible, to Theo at least, to share your life with someone 
and for it not to change who you were. 

“I can take these down if you want a little time here by 
yourself.” 

“What?” Morgan almost shouted. “Stay here any longer? 
Why? Fuck. | never want to see this place again.” 

Morgan left, practically running, leaving Theo to lock up. 
He heard a crash from the end of the hallway, followed by 
the pounding of footsteps echoing away. Morgan hadn't 
even been able to make himself wait for the elevator, taking 
the stairs instead. By the time he got to the car, Morgan had 
the engine running, fingers drumming in staccato 
syncopation, screeching away from the curb as Theo 
fastened his seatbelt. 


“I'd rather you talked to me than killed us both, Morgan. 
If you can’t talk to me, can you at least slow down?” He 
watched Morgan’s bone-white face in profile. He looked like 
a complete stranger. Maggie’s worry crossed his mind again. 
He didn’t know this Morgan at all. When he pulled over and 
turned to Theo, his expression was so miserable that it was 
like a punch to his stomach. Winded, shocked at the clear 
distress on Morgan’s—his Morgan’s—face, Theo struggled to 
unfasten his seatbelt. 

Theo got out of the car and went to the driver’s side 
door, opening it and leaning in to release Morgan from his 
seatbelt. 

“Move over, Morgan.” With his face just inches away, he 
could clearly see the too-fast beat of Morgan’s pulse at the 
base of his throat. “Move over. Now, it’s time to go home.” 
He watched Morgan slide over, swapping spots with him, 
refastening his seatbelt as if he had no idea where he was. 
When they got home, Theo made him leave everything in 
the car, guiding him to the elevator. The moment the doors 
closed, Morgan had his arms around him so tightly he felt 
winded again. 

“Hey, now.” He patted Morgan’s back until they reached 
their floor. When they were inside their own entranceway, 
Morgan hugged him again, hiding his face. They stood like 
that for a while—Theo feeling helpless and clueless, Morgan 
obviously needing something but sharing absolutely 
nothing. When his grip released some, Theo started talking. 

“I don’t know what that was about. | have absolutely no 
idea, but | want you to know—no, | need you to know—that | 
can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s wrong.” 

Morgan nodded against his neck. 

“You had a bad breakup, right?” Theo asked gently. 

Morgan nodded again. 

“Was he seeing someone else, Morgan? Is that why you 
wanted to check out the apartment first? Did you think they 


might be there together?” 

Morgan’s head shake was fierce. 

“Okay, okay. Did he think you were seeing someone 
else?” 

This time Morgan stood still. 

“Wait.... Did he think you were seeing me? Is that why 
you broke up? We were talking online a lot, right? Did he 
think—” 

Morgan’s voice was hoarse. “No, not you specifically.” 

Theo tried to put the pieces together, feeling like a kid 
who could only complete a too-difficult jigsaw puzzle by 
ripping, bending or forcing the pieces into place, knowing 
that the picture didn’t look quite right no matter how he 
hard he tried. Did Morgan mean that he talked to lots of 
people on the Internet like he did with him? He tried to find 
the words, feeling dumb all over again. 

“Did he think you were having relationships with other 
people?” 

Morgan’s nod was small. 

Theo looked over Morgan’s shoulder at their reflection, 
wondering how many lovers had broken up in front of its 
antique silvered glass. Morgan held him tighter. 

“Were....” Theo couldn’t ask. He didn’t want to know the 
answer. He felt terrible. When Morgan stepped back, Theo 
could see his own face in the mirror clearly. He absolutely 
looked his age right then. 

Morgan’s words rushed in to fill his sudden, sick silence. 

“Wait, no! | meant that he thought | was.... Look, it 
doesn’t matter. It’s over and he was wrong. We were just 
friends, right, Theo? Before we broke up, you and | were just 
friends. | didn’t deserve....” He looked anywhere rather than 
at Theo right then, hand in his hair as if he still had 
something there to clutch. 

“What happened, Morgan?” 


Theo watched him shake his head and heard him 
whisper, “It doesn’t matter now.” Morgan shuffled closer. “It 
doesn’t matter. This is the only thing that matters. | don’t 
want to think about it anymore.” His lips slid over Theo’s, 
hot and dry and desperate. 

Theo wanted to know more. He still couldn’t figure out 
how the normally fierce and fearless man he met defending 
other people on the Internet could turn into someone who 
seemed to be in some kind of shock. Morgan kissed him 
forcefully, pushing him until he was backed up against the 
hall table. He kissed Theo, hard and fast and dirty, hands 
pushing up under his clothes, touching and grabbing, needy. 

“Come on,” he said, licking at Theo’s neck. 

“Come on.” He tugged him down the hallway to their 
room, pushing Theo over to the bed, pulling at his clothes. 

“Come on, Theo. Make me think about something else.” 

Theo kissed him back, breaking away only to pull off his 
shirt. He sat on the edge of the bed, feeling half turned on, 
half ambivalent. Something was definitely wrong, but 
Morgan was making it pretty clear that he needed him right 
then. He groaned as Morgan knelt, licking at his chest, 
pressing the heel of his palm against his cock. Morgan’s 
breath was hot across his nipple, his stiff tongue flicking him 
into arousal so sharp he felt it in his balls. When he pushed 
against his chest, Theo fell back willingly, mindlessly arching 
as soon as he felt Morgan unfastening his pants, freeing his 
cock. 

Morgan’s mouth was wicked. He sucked lightly, almost 
too lightly, waiting until Theo thrust into his mouth, needing 
more, before he increased the pressure. Theo grew in his 
mouth, hardening quickly, squirming at the insane pleasure 
of Morgan’s tongue on the underside of his head, and the 
Shiver-inducing feathering of fingers under his balls. He took 
it for as long as he could, then pulled Morgan’s head away. 


They struggled out of the rest of their clothes, only stopping 
once they were both naked. 

Theo straddled Morgan, who lay flat on his back. He 
dipped in for kiss after kiss, alternating working his way 
down his long, perfectly pale body with coming back for 
more. Morgan’s eyes were unfocused, his lips swollen and 
deep pink. Theo looked down, seeing how Morgan jacked 
himself slowly, already erect as Theo knelt above him. He 
kissed him again, feeling a sharp tug as Morgan’s fingers 
tangled in his hair and not caring at all. 

“I need it, babe.” Morgan sounded breathless. Theo 
needed it too. Whatever it was that had created the weird 
mood shift between them left him with an echo of the 
hollowness he felt when he tried to get on with living after 
losing Ben. No matter what he did, the pain was there like 
the soundless vibration left in the air long after someone 
rang a bell. He reached for a condom and lube, pushing 
Morgan’s leg up and resting it against his shoulder. 

Morgan lurched away, turning over and getting up on 
his knees. 

“Like this. Do me like this.” He jumped as Theo’s slick 
fingers pressed against him. 

“I’m sorry.” Theo pressed kisses onto the small of 
Morgan’s back as he worked a finger in. 

“Don’t be sorry. You haven’t done a single fucking thing 
to be sorry for. Just fuck me, Theo.” 

He withdrew his finger and added more slick before 
carrying on. Morgan pushed back, clearly needing. Theo 
wrestled on a condom, fingers slippery, feeling an almost 
overwhelming urge to pull Morgan under their covers to love 
him face to face. 

“Come on, already.” 

He pushed in, figuring that he should be used to that 
first, almost too-tight grip, the slow give and the enveloping, 
amazing heat after the number of times they’d done this in 


a week. Morgan shoved himself backward, making himself 
yelp. Theo rubbed his back, wrapping his hand around the 
base of his dick, stopping Morgan from going too fast for 
comfort. When Morgan glared over his shoulder, he looked 
like a stranger once more. 

That hollow feeling resonated through Theo again. He 
pulled out, flopped onto his back after removing the 
condom, and slung an arm over his eyes. Morgan was silent. 
When he finally felt Morgan stretch out next to him, his 
fingers rubbing over his belly in a comforting circle, Theo 
huffed out a breath. 

“I can’t do it like that, Morgan. It’s like you want me to 
hurt you. | won’t do that. I’d rather we got drunk and went 
out shooting mailboxes if you need to get something out of 
your system.” 

Morgan’s hand moved up to his chest, pressing down 
over his heart. 

“I’m sorry. | just needed....” Theo lifted his arm from 
over his eyes a little, peeking at Morgan, watching his face 
crease with unhappiness again. 

“Morgan.” He wished so hard that he would just say 
what was on his mind. “Have you hurt someone? Is that 
what this is about? People do get over heartbreak. You can’t 
worry about breaking up with someone forever.” Morgan 
shook his head. “Well, if you haven’t hurt anyone, and you 
didn’t cheat, then | can’t imagine a single fucking thing 
worth worrying over. If you want to feel bad about 
something, go thump my refrigerator.” He chanced a smile. 

Morgan smiled back. He shook his head at Theo. “I 
just... | can’t....” 

“Just stop, Morgan. | don’t care. Whatever it was, | don’t 
care. It’s in the past. You’re happy here, aren’t you? | mean 
with me. You are happy with me?” Morgan’s answer was a 
kiss—deep and slow and devoid of desperation. They shifted 
together, pressing close, stroking each other for a while. 


“I’m more than happy with you, Theo.” 

After that it was easy. They made out for ages, pulling 
the sheet over their heads, making a tent that muted the 
light into a soft glow. This time, when Morgan had him hard 
enough for a condom again, Theo was the one doing all the 
grabbing and thrusting. He clutched at Morgan’s hip and at 
the sheets as Morgan slid slowly down onto Theo, eyes 
squinting, then opening wider as he lowered himself. Theo 
hung on, huffing, trying desperately not to thrust up while 
Morgan was still adjusting. 

“So good, Theo.” Morgan started to rock over him, his 
movements slow and steady, his hands braced flat on 
Theo’s chest. The next time he slid down, Theo thrust up. 

“Ohhh fuck. Do that again.” 

Theo did, rolling his hips in counterpoint to Morgan’s 
movements until Morgan shifted, moving until he had one 
foot flat on the mattress. He lifted himself a little more, 
maintaining his position, his face looking pained as Theo 
rose to his elbows and really started fucking. Morgan tried to 
jack himself, wobbling horribly. Something about the look 
that swept across his face—pissed and amused at the same 
time—as he tried to steady himself made Theo laugh out 
loud. Pissed and amused was pure Morgan. 

“Shut up and fuck me, old man.” This time when Theo 
pulled out and rolled Morgan over onto his stomach, he 
pounded him because it was what they both wanted. 
Morgan stuck his ass in the air, leaving room for his hand on 
his dick, and Theo got to work. He pulled the sheet away as 
they ran short of breath, the sounds of their bodies slapping 
together, sweaty and sticky, filtered through Theo’s groans 
and Morgan’s cursing. 

Theo pulled Morgan up, then sat back on his heels, 
feeling Morgan slip over him even more as he sat back on 
his lap. 

“Oh Jesus, that’s deep.” 


“Yeah,” Theo agreed, tilting into him, his hands under 
Morgan’s ass cheeks, lifting him, maintaining their rhythm. 
Morgan stroked himself faster, suddenly lurching forward on 
his knees. Theo stayed with him, fucking him into and 
through his orgasm, feeling the clench and release inside 
and out as he came right after Morgan. He rested his 
forehead between Morgan’s shoulder blades, shaking, his 
dick softening and sliding out as Morgan collapsed on his 
side. 

They dozed for a while, then snuggled under the sheets 
again when they got chilled, jizz wiped away with a shirt. 
Morgan’s dark eyes met his. He smiled at Theo, then slept— 
just like that—out like a light. 

Theo stood in the shower for ages, letting the water 
thunder across his shoulders as he mentally walked through 
Morgan’s mood. His withdrawal and weird behavior all 
seemed to center around his old apartment. He decided to 
let it go if Morgan wasn’t going to volunteer any more 
information. Morgan had no need to go back there. Perhaps 
they could draw a line and move on. 

When he was done, he found Morgan waiting outside 
the bathroom, wearing Theo's bathrobe, looking 
determined. 

“I’m really sorry, Theo. That won’t happen again.” He 
scrubbed a hand over his face. “I don’t know what | was 
thinking.” 

“Well if you ever want to talk about it, whatever it is, | 
want to hear.” 

Morgan nodded, stepping forward into a hug, nuzzling at 
Theo’s neck. 

He left Morgan to shower, pulling on his pajama pants, 
ready to spend the rest of the evening doing exactly 
nothing. They could bring up Morgan’s stuff from the car in 
the morning. When the door buzzer sounded, Theo didn’t 
hesitate to answer, fully expecting to be faced with the 


pizza delivery guy. He knew Morgan well enough by now to 
know he’d most likely slept like the dead for ten minutes, 
then woke up starving and ordered in. 

He swung open the door, wondering exactly where he’d 
left his wallet as he patted at his pocketless pajama pants. 

When Peter said, “Hey,” Theo was surprised into silence, 
stepping back as Peter came inside, wrapping him in a hug 
that made Theo shiver, his jacket cool and damp against 
Theo’s overheated skin. 

In the bathroom, Morgan started to sing. 


cil OF a ily e y =- 


Peter's hands slipped from around Theo as he stepped 
away, their grip loosening until only his palms rested lightly 
on his shoulders. When Theo had called Peter earlier in the 
week, telling him that he’d met someone, there had been an 
awkward extended beat of silence, followed quickly by Peter 
offering best wishes. It had been difficult to judge whether 
the hollowness of his tone had been due to crappy cell 
phone reception or to Peter's mood, but Theo hadn't 
expected him to be overly happy. 

He hadn’t expected him to fly home either. 

Honestly, Peter had been nothing but decent the entire 
time Theo had known him. He’d set out right from the start 
that he was interested in being more than just friends with 
Theo, but had never pushed too hard. Theo was pretty sure 
that he’d still be completely locked in the past if Peter 
hadn’t brought him back to life, at least on a physical level. 

Peter smiled as he spoke, but it looked a little forced. 

“I should have called first. I’ve got so much personal 
time saved up that | thought....” He drew in a breath, 
squeezed Theo’s shoulders, then let him go. “It just seemed 
real important that | use some of it to come back to see you 
as soon as | could. When you mentioned meeting someone 
else, | thought that maybe you meant you were just starting 
out. | hoped if | swung by and reminded you what you’d be 
missing....” He snorted at himself before meeting Theo’s 
eyes. “Unless that’s your brother singing in the shower, | 
guess I’m too late.” 


“Peter.” Theo felt beyond awkward. Explaining that he 
wasn’t just starting out with Morgan, but had actually been 
getting closer to him for months and months seemed as bad 
as admitting that they just met the week before but were 
already living together. Both statements were true, and both 
statements, he guessed, might seem insensitive. He 
certainly felt insensitive. 

“No, no....” Peter held his hands up in a placating 
gesture. “This was a dumb idea.” 

Morgan’s voice—still singing his fucking heart out— 
ebbed and flowed around them as they stood in the 
entranceway, the front door still wide open behind them. 
Peter stepped back, turning, preparing to leave. 

“Peter. Please, wait.” 

“No, I’m going to go now, Theo. You enjoy the rest of 
your evening.” Theo watched him try out another smile, 
then shrug, saying, “I guess | should have known better 
than to help you get buff and then leave town. Is it someone 
from the gym?” He shook his head immediately. “No, don’t 
tell me. It’s none of my business.” 

“Peter, | just wish....” Theo wasn’t sure what he wished. 
Wishing that they had clicked on more levels than the purely 
physical seemed vaguely asshole-ish. There was nothing 
wrong with Peter. Nothing at all. It was simply that Morgan 
was right for Theo in ways he couldn’t begin to explain. 
From little things such as Morgan already knowing so much 
about Theo—like the fact that he had no siblings—and 
accepting the way that Ben was still a very important part of 
his life, all the way through to arguing about absolutely 
fucking everything, Morgan was just right for him. It 
wouldn’t have mattered if he’d been twenty-one or sixty-one 
instead of twenty-eight. He was perfect for Theo. 

“Hey. I’m pleased you’re happy, Theo.” 

Even when things didn’t work out for him, Peter was still 
friendly, still taking things in stride. Theo thought it must 


have something to do with the truly terrible things he dealt 
with in his career as a paramedic. He really didn’t want the 
man to walk out the door and completely out of his life. 

“Look, we’re meeting friends for coffee tomorrow. Come. 
Meet us there. | hate the thought of losing a friend.” 

And that was it. That was the difference. He saw Peter 
only as a friend—a hot friend, admittedly, but friendship was 
all he could realistically see between them—while he’d 
grown to need Morgan. He’d been sad when Peter left 
Seattle, but when he thought he couldn’t have Morgan in his 
life, he’d been fucking devastated. 

“I'd love to catch up, Peter. | really would.” It was true. 
Hearing about Peter’s work was fascinating. To be honest, it 
was the one thing they found to talk about at length. 

“Maybe.” Peter shrugged. 

Theo turned as the sound of singing ceased. When he 
looked at Peter again, he was already halfway out the door, 
dodging around the pizza delivery guy. 

“Are you still making that man sing? It must be love, 
dude.” 

By the time Theo had taken the pizza, Peter had gone. 


THE coffeehouse was packed on Saturday afternoon. Robyn 
waved them over from his place on a couch in a far corner. 
As they shuffled their way closer, dodging strollers, toddlers, 
and outstretched legs, Morgan grumbled. 

“You warned them that I’m antisocial, right?” 

“Of course | did.” 

“And you told them that means people hate me?” 

“It was almost the first thing | told them about you—” 
Theo stopped to scoop up a fallen child, returning her to her 
feet before moving on. “—right after | mentioned the fact 
that you’re only with me for my body.” 


“Well, at least that’s out in the open. I’d hate for them 
to wonder what | see in a rich older man who owns his own 
home and car, as well as a timeshare in the Bay area.” 

Theo turned, smiling, then stopped as he noticed 
Morgan’s frown line creasing deeply between his brows. 
Reaching out, he stroked a couple of fingers down his 
sleeve. When they slipped down as far as his palm, Morgan 
caught them and squeezed, holding Theo tight. His voice 
was hoarse and low when he said, “Some people say I’m 
unlikable.” Theo pulled him a little closer, oblivious to the 
hustle and bustle all around them. 

“Some people must be fucking idiots.” 

Seeing the frown line disappear and watching Morgan 
smile for the first time in an hour, was worth the heckling he 
received from Chris and Robyn. They teased Theo for the 
next half hour, letting Morgan watch and listen from the 
sidelines as they caught up with news. When Ben’s name 
was mentioned, Robyn’s eyes flickered over toward Morgan. 

“Please don’t stop on my account. You were all friends, 
from what Theo’s mentioned, anyway.” 

Robyn shifted on the couch until he faced Morgan. 
“Theo wasn’t my friend to begin with. He was Yves’s. Has he 
told you about him?” Morgan nodded. “Good. | want you to 
know that | understand. It can be real tough stepping into 
someone else’s shoes.” 

“I have no intention of even trying. I’m not sure why I’m 
here.” Morgan looked into his coffee cup as Robyn leaned in 
closer, playing with the end of his ponytail as he listened. “It 
seemed important to Theo, that’s all.” 

“I think you coming today means a lot to all of us, 
Morgan. Did you know that he cut us out of his life for a 
year? Well, he tried to, but I’m a persistent bastard so | just 
kept on e-mailing as if we still saw each other all the time. It 
was so hard, though, knowing what he must have been 
going through.” They both turned a little toward the end of 


the couch where Theo sat, listening to Chris. When he 
noticed them both watching him, he raised his brows. They 
turned away again. 

“Morgan, he is so much happier. So much. These last 
few weeks since he got in touch again have been wonderful 
to watch, but kinda hard also.” Robyn paused for a while, 
then looked Morgan in the eye before continuing. “I started 
going out with Chris just a little while after Yves passed 
away. Believe me, | know that was difficult for his friends. No 
one feels like that about you.” 

“That must have been... awkward?” 

“Oh, yes. But what could | do?” Robyn shrugged. “Chris 
was the loneliest man lI’d ever met. He used to come into 
my bookstore looking for things to read aloud to Yves. His 
illness was a terrible, terrible thing. Chris wasn’t even sure if 
Yves could hear him. Sometimes he came in every day for a 
week; some weeks | wouldn’t see Chris at all. Then, when he 
turned up again, he looked so fucking tired and thin.” He 
took a sip of his drink. “Toward the end, he would come and 
buy books, but | think he knew he was just reading them to 
himself. | only sold him stories with happy endings. When 
Yves died, he came in to thank me. | asked him out, and 
that was that.” 

“Wow.” 

“What’s ‘wow’?” Theo asked, squeezing in next to 
Morgan, then reaching over to take his empty cup. 

“Robyn was just telling me about his bookstore, and 
about Yves.” 

“Oh?” Theo winked before assuming a dreamy 
expression. “Did he tell you about Yves’s accent?” Morgan 
smiled as Theo dodged Robyn’s punch. 

“There’s nothing special about having a French accent.” 
Robyn’s mock anger melted as Morgan began to tease him 
by snatching up a newspaper and reading the headlines in 
French that practically dripped with sex. Theo didn’t know 


how he kept a straight face. By the time Morgan was done, 
Chris was practically trying to sit on his lap, and even Robyn 
agreed that maybe—just maybe—it did sound kind of hot. 

Theo whispered, “I thought you said that people didn’t 
like you?” Morgan’s smile was warm, relaxed, and looked 
just right. 

“They only want me for my voice box.” His fingers found 
Theo’s hand under the newspaper, and they held hands for 
a moment before Theo pushed to his feet. 

“Now that you three have bonded, l'Il get some more 
drinks. Try to behave.” 

He headed to the far side of the coffeehouse, watching 
out for obstacles and toddlers, concentrating hard. He was 
so absorbed that he didn’t notice that Peter had entered and 
was standing by the doorway, scanning the tables. The 
moment he’d placed his order and turned away from the 
counter, Theo saw him. It would have been hard not to— 
Peter was a striking-looking man, especially in his EMT 
uniform. 

Theo was just about to call out to him when he saw 
Morgan approach. He watched him walk right up to Peter 
and start talking as if he knew him. 

Theo was too far away to hear their conversation. From 
where he stood it took just a few moments to realize that 
Morgan was introducing himself, reminding Peter, maybe, by 
pointing to his still so-short hair. Peter’s expression changed 
once he recognized Morgan. 

Theo had no idea that they knew each other. 

None at all. 

They shook hands, then Peter struck the same pose with 
Morgan as he had with Theo the night before. He placed his 
palms on Morgan’s shoulders, holding him still while his 
eyes searched his face. They were locked in conversation. 
Peter asked questions, and at one point, Morgan hung his 
head until the other man rubbed his arms a little. Peter lifted 


Morgan’s chin with a finger, then talked seriously again. 
Morgan nodded. It was weird watching Morgan this way, 
even weirder seeing him with Peter. Add in the way that 
Peter encouraged Morgan to rotate one shoulder forward 
and back, then slid his fingers along his collarbone, and it 
was all more than a little bizarre. 

By the time Theo added another coffee to his order and 
turned again, he’d figured it out. 

Theo had broken his collarbone playing football, and 
Morgan had a similar lump. The crunch had been sickening 
and the recovery a complete bore, Theo remembered. He 
had no idea how Morgan’s had broken, but he guessed Peter 
must have attended to him. As his confusion cleared, he felt 
a little better about inviting Peter along. Then he felt a little 
weird. Taking a breath, he walked toward the two men. 

Morgan’s eyes widened as soon as he saw him 
approach. 

Theo said, “Peter, | didn’t know you knew each other 
already,” and smiled in greeting, but Peter responded with 
confusion. 

“I'm sorry?” 

Theo slipped his arm around Morgan, who looked at him, 
mirroring Peter’s confusion. 

“Morgan, this is my friend Peter from the gym. 
Remember | said he came by last night?” Morgan nodded 
slowly before answering. When he spoke, he looked directly 
at Peter. 

“| never found out your name.” 

“That’s pain and adrenaline for you. They wipe out all 
the social niceties.” Peter smiled as he spoke, but his 
expression was troubled. “So this is your boyfriend, Theo? 
How long did you say you’d been together?” 

“| didn’t say. We’ve known each other for a while,” Theo 
replied. Peter frowned at his answer, then pulled his 


shoulders back and asked again. 

“How long have you been together?” 

They stood in a tense triangle as people moved around 
them. Theo heard his name being called impatiently from 
the counter and took a step in that direction. “We've been 
together for a week, Peter, but we’ve known each other 
since the end of the summer.” He motioned toward Robyn 
and Chris and asked, “Will you come sit with us?” He was a 
little confused by Peter’s insistent tone, and by the way he 
had stepped forward, putting himself in front of Morgan. The 
moment passed as Peter nodded slowly, then followed 
Morgan to their spot. 

Overall, the next half hour was very pleasant. Once 
Peter's easygoing nature reappeared, he was very 
entertaining, and Theo was glad he had accepted his 
invitation. Peter talked with Robyn and Chris, explained that 
he was covering a shift that started in the next hour, so they 
Swapped cell numbers before he left, promising to meet up 
again. He shook Theo’s hand, then patted Morgan on the 
shoulder gently as he left. Before he took many steps away, 
he turned sharply, returning to speak quietly with Morgan, 
who shook his head quickly—adamant, emphatic. Peter’s 
sigh was loud. 

The conversation moved on, but Theo noticed the 
crease between Morgan’s brows had deepened again. When 
he asked Morgan if he was done, his quick nod was all he’d 
offer. 

They drove home in silence. 


THE next few days were a blur of last-minute arrangements 
for Theo’s trip to Italy while trying to tie up as many loose 
ends at work as he could. He was surprised at how much 
easier the arrangements seemed now that he had someone 
to talk them through with. Morgan was a good listener. He 


found Theo sitting at his desk at home after Skyping with 
Marco, holding an ornately carved wooden box. 

“Where's that from?” Morgan settled on the floor next to 
his chair, fingers tracing the swirls etched deeply into the 
sides of the box. 

“Ben bought it at Greenwich Market, in London. | wanted 
to sleep in. We had the worst turbulence ever on the flight 
in, but no, sleeping in would waste a day. Ben heard that it 
was a great market, so off we went.” 

“It sounds like you really hated that shit. Why did you go 
with him?” 

“I guess you had to know him. I’m not saying that to 
shut you down. Really I’m not. Ben was obsessed with 
things and with people, and | guess that he saw markets as 
the ideal combination of his two favorite pastimes. He 
wouldn’t ever just buy something; he’d interrogate the 
merchant about its provenance, how long they had owned 
it, what they thought about it.... Before you knew it he’d 
have their life story, and he’d make new friends 
everywhere.” Theo snorted a little. “This time he got stung. 
He spent a long time discussing this extremely rare, one-of- 
a-kind box, then paid far too much for it, telling me that it 
was an investment. When we walked up the street, there 
were boxes just like it, at half the price. Lots of them.” 

“Oh, were you mad?” 

“Nope, | laughed my fucking head off. | laughed until | 
nearly puked. He was so pissed. | told him to take it back, 
but he insisted that he’d get his money’s worth in the end. 
He told me that if he died before me, | should keep his 
ashes in it.” Theo’s face creased. 

Morgan rested his cheek on Theo’s knee, arms wrapped 
around his leg. 

“So it did turn out to be precious?” 

“Yeah, | guess.” Theo’s voice was thick. 


“I wish | could come with you.” 

Theo wished he could too. Part of him was so looking 
forward to seeing Ben’s family again. Part of him was 
dreading their reunion. It was time, though. Yeah, it was 
time, and he figured it was important for his parents too. 
They had their own issues, and taking Ben home was 
something they could do as a family. There were things he 
wanted his mother, in particular, to see. He figured it 
wouldn’t be fair to put Morgan in the middle of that. 

“You're my fresh start.” He trailed his fingers through 
Morgan’s short, soft ink-black hair, then bent and kissed his 
temple, his cheek, the side of his mouth. “The whole time 
Im away l'Il be thinking about coming home.” He felt 
Morgan’s head turn, pressing kisses into his thigh. “I need to 
take Ben home, then | can come home to you. Once it’s 
done, | guess l'Il really have moved on.” He shrugged, but 
he felt Morgan’s nod. “I need to let him go.” 

Morgan pushed himself up on his knees between Theo’s 
legs, saying, “It’s hard though, right? Letting shit go. You 
don’t have to do that for me. | don’t feel like I’m competing 
with Ben at all.” He leaned in, asking silently for a kiss, 
pressing forward until Theo could feel the tickle of his 
stubble against his lip as well as the edge of the box 
pressing into his stomach. When Morgan took it and placed 
it carefully on the desk before kissing him again, Theo let 
him. 

“I’m doing it for me, and for my parents, but mostly for 
his mom. It’s just something that needs to happen. Also, | 
need to apologize to them for cutting them out of my life. 
That was a terrible thing to do. | really don’t know what | 
was thinking.” 

Morgan slid his fingers over Theo’s mouth. “Quit it. Bad 
things happen, and nobody knows how they’ll react. It 
doesn’t matter how you’ve always seen yourself. Sometimes 
situations get... overwhelming?” 


Theo nodded. Overwhelming was right. 

Morgan continued. “Trust me, people do the strangest 
things—unbelievable things—when they’re off-center. That 
time’s over. You can’t judge yourself forever for something 
that happened to you. You didn’t ask for it, did you? You 
didn’t ask for any of it. You just dealt with it the best way 
you could.” He wrapped his arms around Theo’s neck so 
that his final comments were muffled. “You do what you do 
to survive, even if that seems crazy to other people. It’s not 
just obvious shit, like broken bones, that takes time to heal.” 

“I love you.” Theo couldn’t help it. The words slipped 
out, and they were true. 

Morgan loosened his grip around Theo’s neck, pulling 
back a little until his wide dark eyes were all Theo could see. 

“Yeah?” 

Theo didn’t get a chance to answer. Morgan’s kisses 
were deep and driven, stealing his breath, leaving him 
wanting more. He tipped his head back as Morgan 
clambered up onto the chair with him, licking and sucking at 
his neck before sliding down his body again and settling 
between his legs. Morgan’s fingers at his belt and fly were 
fast, and Theo already recognized the determined jut of his 
jaw. 

“Oh, yeah.” Theo lifted his ass when Morgan yanked on 
his pants, pulling them down along with his boxer-briefs just 
enough to free his cock and balls. When Morgan buried his 
face into the crease where his body met his thigh, licking 
and kissing and huffing in huge breaths, Theo scooted 
forward, closing his eyes. The wonderful warm, wet suction 
—first on one ball, sucking it in and rolling it against 
Morgan’s tongue, then on the other—left him groaning. 
Morgan mouthed his sac, then sucked some more while his 
fingers pushed under Theo’s shirt. 

He was still only half hard when he felt a flat, wet 
tongue lap all along his dick. Having his nipples stroked until 


they were tight while Morgan licked his way around the 
head of Theo’s cock, flicking at it with the curled tip of his 
tongue, was far too much and nowhere near enough, all at 
the same time. 

“Come here.” He hauled Morgan up, hands under his 
armpits, dragging him until the chair tilted wildly and they 
both clung to each other. It took some wriggling, and Theo 
Shucking his pants off completely, but eventually they 
rocked together as they kissed and undid shirt buttons. 

Morgan shifted against him while Theo hung onto two 
firm handfuls of ass, grinding up as Morgan bore down. The 
chair tilted again, and that time Morgan clutched him and 
yelped before laughing at himself. Theo watched him shake 
his head, his cheeks flushed and scruff-scraped, his lips kiss- 
bruised and shiny, and couldn’t keep the words in again. 

“| love you.” This time they were a whisper. Morgan 
stared, all huge dark eyes, almost smiling before he sank to 
his knees again and started to blow Theo like he meant it. 

“Oh, God. Oh, God. So good.” And it was. Once Morgan 
had a steady rhythm established, he let go of Theo’s dick 
and quickly unfastened his own pants, groaning with his 
mouth full as he unzipped his pants. 

“Are you going to stroke yourself off?” 

Morgan looked up, lips stretched around Theo, and 
nodded. 

“Yeah? Good.” 

Morgan took him in deeper, slower than slow, pushing 
up with his tongue so that Theo felt every single ridge in the 
roof of his mouth. As he nudged against Morgan’s soft 
palate, then pushed in a little farther, Theo’s strangled, 
“Stroke it faster, babe,” earned him another nod. 

Theo closed his eyes and lost himself to the sensation of 
hot sucking mouth, along with the tight pulse of Morgan’s 
deeper swallows. When Morgan almost pulled off, then 
concentrated all of his attention on the sensitive head of 


” 


Theo’s cock, jacking the slick length of dick he’d left 
exposed to the cooler air of the study, Theo’s eyes blinked 
open. 

“So close, babe.” 

Morgan released him with a pop, and wiped his mouth 
quickly with the back of his hand before he pushed himself 
up to lean over Theo, jacking both of them quickly. Theo 
came first, hanging onto the armrests, knuckles white. His 
stripes of come were soon joined by Morgan’s splashes. 
Morgan sagged, and ended up sitting on Theo’s knee as he 
rested his head on Theo’s shoulder, breathing hard against 
his throat. 

The third time Theo told Morgan that he loved him, he 
felt Morgan’s sleepy nod against his neck. 


“IF you need anything, call Maggie. She has a key, and she 
knows how everything works.” 

Theo stood at one side of the kitchen, hair still damp 
from his post-sex shower, dressed only in sweatpants as he 
rifled through a stack of mail. When Morgan didn’t answer, 
Theo looked up, annoyed about letting his mail pile up. It 
seemed kind of important to get everything squared away 
before he left, when really he wanted to spend his last few 
hours in bed with Morgan. He couldn’t get close enough to 
him, often enough. 

Theo tore open another envelope and sighed—pissed 
with himself—then looked up again sharply when Morgan 
spoke. 

“Please don’t look at me that way, Theo.” 

“What way?” 

“Like I’ve made you angry.” 

Theo shook his head. “I’m not angry, not at all, and 
certainly not with you. I’m annoyed at all of this.” He 


gestured to the mess of paperwork spread across the 
counter. 

“Oh.” 

Theo watched as Morgan unwound his arms from around 
himself and tilted his head from side to side as if releasing 
tension. They both heard his neck crack. 

“I thought I’d done something wrong.” 

“Like what? Looking too hot to ignore? Constantly 
making me happy? Yeah, you should quit that shit so | can 
get this done.” Theo smiled as he watched Morgan’s fingers 
trace along the refrigerator door, dipping into his fist imprint 
momentarily before sliding away. 

Later, Theo thought that maybe it was because he 
hadn’t been fully engaged—his head full of flight details, 
layovers, time differences—that understanding crept up on 
him so slowly before taking him by surprise. 

He looked at his pile of mail and pushed it away, 
frowning a little. One of the letters was a solicitation from 
the shelter. He should have guessed that making a donation 
would lead to requests for more support. He added thinking 
about that to his mental list, then looked at Morgan again 
from the corner of his eye. 

Standing in a pair of low-slung pajama pants, Morgan’s 
long, pale torso was all taut tension as he touched the fist 
imprint again. When Theo noticed the way he finger-tipped 
along his collarbone with his free hand at the same time, 
stopping at the lump where his break had healed, 
something finally clicked into place. 

“Oh, Morgan.” 

Morgan’s head shot up. He hugged himself again, then 
tilted his chin up. 

“What?” 

Theo crossed the room, blinking at the way Morgan 
backed away from him, mouth dropping open as Morgan 


pulled a stool out between them, stopping him dead. He 
looked at the refrigerator, then looked back at Morgan—his 
Morgan. 

“What happened to you?” 

Morgan shook his head, then shook it again before 
jerking away from Theo’s outstretched hand. Seconds later, 
he was out of the kitchen. Theo listened as the bathroom 
door lock clicked home. 

By the time Morgan finally emerged, sliding into bed 
almost silently, he was so rigid with tension it seemed 
impossible that his back could get any stiffer, but it did 
whenever Theo tried to touch him. Eventually, he got as 
close as he could, just pressing the tops of his feet under 
Morgan’s soles. Slowly, Morgan relaxed by tiny increments 
until he was stretched out against Theo. When he reached 
around Morgan, fingers rubbing against skin until they 
touched his collarbone, Morgan stiffened again. 

“Who hurt you?” 

Theo heard Morgan swallow and felt his head shake. 

“Please talk to me. Why didn’t you tell me?” 

Morgan lay very still. 

“Who hurt you?” Theo felt sick and helpless with anger. 

Morgan rolled over onto his back, pushing Theo away. 

“You don’t need to know.” His voice sounded hollow. “I 
did this to myself.” 


Torf Tar 


THEO sat between his mom and dad in the departure 
terminal waiting for their flight to be called, hardly paying 
attention to his mom’s conversation. Considering their early 
start—his dad had honked his horn at least half an hour too 
early that morning outside Theo’s apartment—she was wide 
awake and full of chipper observations. It all felt bizarrely 
familiar. 

Ben had always used their long outbound vacation 
flights to decompress. He would start a running commentary 
from the moment they arrived at their terminal, guessing 
who would be on their flight, then make up stories about 
their travel plans. Sometimes he got a little carried away, 
constructing colorful histories about people he had never 
even met. 

“See those two, tesoro?” he would whisper, nudging 
Theo until he paid attention, “They are traveling far, far 
away to a conference. They hardly know each other. Look at 
that one, yes him, with his hands in his pockets. He wants 
the blond man. He wants him so bad. They will be victims to 
a mysterious double booking at their hotel, and find 
themselves forced to share a bed. It will be the best sex 
they ever had.” 

Theo had learned to let Ben continue with his flights of 
fancy. Pointing out that the vast majority of the rest of the 
world was straight, and that not everything was about sex, 
would just make Ben speak louder. 


“Pah! | know attraction when | see it. Look at the way he 
follows him with his eyes. The blond is walking away. | give 
him less than a minute to follow.” 

By the time they cleared security and boarded, Ben 
would have complete strangers married off. His mom was 
just as imaginative. 

“Theo, will everyone on the flight be going on 
vacation?” 

“|I doubt it, Mom. We stop over in New York. There are 
lots of reasons for people to go there.” 

“Do you think many people on this flight will go all the 
way to Milan with us? That couple look very happy. Maybe 
it’s their honeymoon.” 

“Maybe, Mom.” He couldn’t help wishing that Ben was 
with them—really with them—instead of safely stowed away 
in his carry-on bag. If he’d been there, making his own fun 
as uSual, at least his mom would have someone to talk to. 
Ben’s fun side would have surprised her. His dad was almost 
dozing already, and Theo badly wished for some quiet time 
to think. As their flight was called and they followed the 
boarding instructions, he hoped his mom would follow his 
dad’s example. The man could sleep standing up. 

Luck wasn’t on Theo’s side. His mom talked for pretty 
much the whole first leg of their journey, finding everything 
interesting, from the in-flight safety demonstration to the 
transfer between aircraft. By the time they finally took off 
toward Milan on their second flight, Theo felt like he’d been 
babysitting Maggie’s toddler all day long. He’d booked 
business-class seats for the Atlantic crossing, figuring that 
his parents would appreciate the increased comfort on the 
longer flight. Right after dinner, and within minutes of 
reclining her seat, his mom slipped into sleep. 

“What’s going on with Morgan, son?” 

His dad’s voice was low but firm, leaving Theo feeling 
like he was thirteen years old and standing at the bottom of 


the ladder outside their house all over again. That tone of 
voice meant that he expected an answer. 

“Come on now, Theo. You’ve been as white as a sheet 
all day. | know that this isn’t exactly a vacation, but 
something big is on your mind. You'll feel better if you spill 
it, son.” He’d said pretty much the same thing a few times 
to Theo over the years and looking back. Theo realized he’d 
always been right. Back then, things that seemed pretty 
terrible got easier to deal with once his dad helped him 
think shit through. 

“Something happened to Morgan before we were 
together. It’s pretty shocking. He didn’t tell me about it, and 
now | don’t know how to help him.” 

“Does he need you to help him, son? Seems like he’s a 
full-grown man already.” 

Theo chewed on his lip. 

“Did you know everything about Ben’s life before you 
two got together?” His dad pitched his voice low as the 
flight attendants passed. He added, “Maybe you should ask 
yourself if you really need to know.” 

“I think | do need to know about this, Dad. | think it’s a 
big thing. A bad thing, only | don’t know enough because he 
won't talk to me about it. I’m certain it’s still affecting him 
now.” He looked at his dad, just inches away and so similar 
to Theo that Ben always said it was like looking at his future. 
“I don’t know how to get Morgan to talk to me.” 

Theo was desperate to talk to him. He had woken early 
that morning with Morgan attached to him like a limpet on a 
tide-pool rock. For a moment he wondered if he had 
dreamed the events of last night. Morgan slept on his side, 
cuddled into Theo, his leg hooked over one of Theo’s and his 
arm draped heavily across his chest. When Theo turned his 
head a little, he had a close-up view of the side of Morgan’s 
face. In the faint light cast by the street lamp outside, he 
looked so peaceful. Then Theo remembered the awful 


bruising he’d had the very first time he saw him at the 
Shelter. The whole side of his face had been swollen and 
scraped as if.... As if... 

Theo lay there, wrapped up in Morgan, and had a 
waking nightmare where someone grabbed Morgan by the 
long, silky-looking hair he used to have, and swung him, 
using their full force, into the rough, exposed brickwork at 
his old apartment. He bet that was exactly what happened. 
He bet that was why Morgan had cut his hair. The first time 
Theo saw Morgan afterward, his hair had been so short that 
he’d resembled a convict. Maybe he’d felt like a prisoner 
before then. 

What sort of person could do that to another human 
being? What made someone hurt the person they shared 
their life with? Morgan was the last person he would expect 
to put up with that shit. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t look after 
himself—he was very streetwise—and while he was slim, he 
wasn’t exactly small and weak. 

Peter had talked about weakness. He described how 
mothers could lift cars to rescue their own trapped children 
—he’d seen that shit for himself—or walk through fire if they 
thought their babies were on the other side of a wall of 
flames. But those same people would stay in relationships 
where they were abused. It made no fucking sense. 

Peter had also talked about finding ways to encourage 
people to leave, and how some paramedic divisions were 
more successful at that shit. What had he said about 
Statistics? It took some people getting injured three times 
before they left, if they were lucky. Three times. He’d seen 
the results of what he guessed was Morgan’s last straw. He 
could see the evidence of a broken collarbone every single 
time Morgan got into bed. What else had happened to him? 
What else hadn’t been bad enough to make someone call 
911? 


“Son? Son, do you need a drink? You look mighty green 
there.” 

Theo nodded. He needed something all right. There was 
no way that he couldn’t talk to Morgan about this. This was 
too big—far, far too big—to chalk down to things that 
happened before they got together. 

He accepted a ginger ale from the attendant, took a few 
sips, and then huffed out a shaky breath. 

“I can see that this really is bothering you, son. Perhaps 
a few days away will be a good thing for both of you.” 

Theo wasn’t so sure about that. When Morgan woke that 
morning, his eyes had opened slowly, and when he found 
Theo gazing at him from just a few inches away, he’d smiled 
and pressed a small, dry kiss to Theo’s lips. He’d gone from 
that to snuggling in even closer, humping his hip a little and 
kissing his shoulder, as if nothing had happened. Theo had 
felt the moment—the split second—when Morgan recalled 
their silent standoff of the night before. He’d gone from 
relaxed to tense in a heartbeat, then pulled away. 

Yeah, being alone was the opposite of a good idea for 
Morgan right now. He’d declined Theo’s offer of a ticket to 
fly with them, then very quietly lost his temper when Theo 
suggested canceling his trip. 

“Don’t you dare. Don’t you fucking dare. Too many 
people want to see you, Theo. What are you going to tell 
them? How would you explain bailing at the last minute? 
‘My boyfriend was a fucking idiot’? No fucking way. Just 
pretend it didn’t happen. If | can, you can too, Theo. Just 
forget it.” 

He’d still been tight with anger when Theo left, his face 
set into an impassive mask, nodding as Theo said good-bye. 
He’d nodded—slowly—a second time when Theo asked if he 
would still be home when he returned, then pulled him in for 
a quick, fierce hug, nodding faster into his neck, hiding his 
miserable expression. Honestly, Theo wasn’t sure what to 


expect. He just didn’t want Morgan to run. He couldn’t think 
about that scenario without feeling sick. 

“I shouldn’t have come. | think he needs someone right 
now. Right now, Dad. | think he’s needed someone just for 
himself for a long, long time.” 

His mom’s hand slid into his, curling around his fingers. 
Theo turned to look at her. 

“I think you need each other, Theo.” His mom smiled, 
her eyes sleepy and a little shiny. “The way he looks at 
you.... You’re already very special to each other.” 

His dad held onto his other hand. “You'll think of a way 
to communicate, son. We’ll only be gone for a week. Maybe 
that’s just long enough to figure things out.” 

He sat between his parents as they flew toward Milan, 
hoping that they were right. 


THEO checked them into a small, simple little hotel set in a 
courtyard just a few streets away from the hustle and bustle 
of central Milan. He and Ben had stayed there often, 
especially after Marco started to find it uproariously funny to 
crawl into bed with Theo when they used to stay with Ben’s 
family. 

The first time Theo woke to an armful of what felt 
exactly like Ben, only a little tighter around the abdomen, 
maybe, he put it down to a teenage prank. The second and 
third times that Marco stumbled in at the crack of dawn, 
climbed over his brother, and slid in next to a barely 
conscious Theo had resulted in Theo threatening to wedge a 
chair under the door handle. Ben thought it was all hilarious. 

“You should let me record the two of you next time, 
Theo. | could make a fortune. You are both so very pretty.” 
Theo had pulled the sheet up to his chin, ordered Marco 
from their room, and insisted they check into a hotel. 


Ben said he was too hard on his brother. “He is my 
mamma’s good luck; that’s why she named him Marco 
Fortunato—Marco after my papa, Fortunato because of her 
good luck to have him after Papa passed away. Marco 
always gets exactly what he wants. And why not? Bambini 
should be spoiled. He was only playing with you.” 

When identical pairs of warm brown eyes crinkled at 
their corners, and smiles so similar they could have come 
from twins beamed at him, Theo always felt slightly dazed. 
Honestly, the way Marco was treated by his whole family left 
him shaking his head back when he wasn’t yet thirty and 
Marco was still a teen. Now that Theo was in his forties, he 
could see the appeal of having someone to indulge a little. 
He liked having someone to look after too. In fact, he loved 
it. 

“This is lovely, Theo.” His mom sat on her bed as his 
dad unpacked their things, placing Ben’s box carefully on 
top of a dresser. “I don’t know why I’m so tired.” 

Theo did. His parents were in their seventies and had 
just spent practically a full day crossing the globe to do 
something that wasn’t exactly fun. He left them settling in 
for a nap, promising to wake them in plenty of time to go to 
dinner at the de Luca home. He headed along the hallway 
and had a moment where he thought worry and lack of 
Sleep had finally caught up with him. 

Ben stood outside his hotel room door. 

“Ciao, tesoro. | have been waiting so long for you.” 

Theo nodded, his throat completely constricted, his 
vision blurring. Warm, strong, familiar arms wrapped around 
him, and he felt kisses pressed onto his cheeks, just like he 
had nearly every morning and evening for fifteen years. As 
those arms loosened and began to pull away, Theo held on, 
pulling him closer instead, burying his face into his neck. 

When Theo stood in a hotel hallway over five thousand 
miles from home and finally sobbed for what he’d lost, Ben’s 


brother, Marco, held him up. 


“What is it about you Americans, Theo? Why do you all cry 
so?” Marco raised his brows over Theo’s mom’s shoulder. 

Watching her have the same reaction to Marco had left 
Theo a little choked. His dad wasn’t much better, 
Surreptitiously swiping at his eyes with the back of his hand. 
“| did warn them that you resemble your brother.” His mom 
turned and hugged him too. 

“Resemble? They could be twins.” 

It was true. The older Marco got, the more like Ben he 
looked. Now in his early thirties, he was the image of Ben 
when they first met. Theo squeezed his mom, then asked if 
she was ready to leave for dinner. She hung on a little 
harder. 

“Are they all like him?” 

Marco answered for him. “No, | am the only short one. 
My brothers are all giants. And stupid. But they can’t help 
that. Do not judge them harshly. Mamma only made two 
clever children.” 

Theo could tell that his mom had absolutely no idea 
what to make of Marco. By the time they had fought their 
way through the early evening Milanese traffic, Marco had 
told so many tall tales and had made them all laugh so 
much that they were smiling when they climbed from his 
Car. 

“Wait. | will get Mamma.” Marco headed inside while 
Theo turned to his parents. 

“Thank you so much for doing this with me. I’m not sure 
| could have made myself come on my own.” 

His dad held his arm. “It’s the least we can do, son.” His 
grip was firm and reassuring. 


“I just want you to prepare yourself. Ben’s family might 
seem a little loud....” Before Theo could finish, the front door 
opened and several children ran out, heading right for Theo, 
smiling up at him and shouting their greetings. They were 
followed by several sets of parents—Ben’s other brothers 
and their wives—as well as Marco. They surrounded Theo’s 
little family, exchanging so many kisses that Theo thought 
his dad might go into shock. When his mom grabbed his 
hand, he put down one of his nieces and bent to hear what 
his mom had to Say. 

“Theo, is that....” Ben’s mother stood at the top of the 
pale marble steps that led to her home. With her steel gray 
hair pulled back into a knot and black dress fitting her 
perfectly, she looked as elegant as Theo remembered. He 
climbed the steps to greet her, pulling her into an embrace. 
They whispered greetings to each other and swapped 
kisses. She stopped his apologies by placing her palm over 
his mouth. Her English was almost perfect. 

“Do not give apologies for your sorrow. Just keep coming 
home, Theo. Never stop coming home to me. Losing two 
sons was too hard.” 

He nodded, kissing the back of her hand, then turned 
toward his parents. 

Watching his mother present Ben’s with the box carrying 
his ashes was humbling, extraordinarily touching. His mom’s 
face was streaked with tears as Ben’s mamma thanked her 
for looking after her son. 

The two women entered the house together, side by 
side. After a few moments, someone pinched Theo’s cheek, 
saying that he still looked like a boy, while another brother 
started pointing out his gray hairs. Theo shrugged at his dad 
as if to say “I warned you,” and they all headed in together. 

It was a wonderful dinner. 

At several points, fistfights almost broke out among the 
brothers. 


When all the de Luca men were together, every opinion 
was strong. Whether discussing the wine set out along the 
table in terra-cotta coolers, or the food—so many different 
courses, all fragrant, all wonderful—the brothers’ tempers 
flared and spats broke out at regular intervals. No one paid 
the slightest attention, apart from Theo’s parents. It wasn’t 
long before his mom put her fork down and folded her 
hands in her lap. 

“Are they always like this?” Her voice was a whisper. 

“No.” Theo shook his head slowly. 

“Oh. Thank goodness for that.” 

“They are being very polite tonight, in your honor. This 
is the quietest | have ever seen them.” 

His mom’s eyes were huge. When she watched two 
brothers have a particularly vitriolic exchange, she asked 
Theo to translate. 

“Okay, hang on. Yes... yes... | understand.” He nodded 
thoughtfully, then turned to his mom. “Paulo is having a 
Slight disagreement with Toni. This is a long-running dispute; 
there have been many twists and turns in the debate. Paulo 
is a high-ranking government official, and he believes that 
his decisions should be adhered to. His brother is younger 
by eleven months—that is why Paulo keeps calling him ‘little 
boy’, even though Toni is three inches taller—and that is 
another reason why Paolo feels he should give in. | 
remember this quarrel. It’s been going on for years.” He 
shook his head sadly. 

“Oh, Theo. How terrible. What on earth can be worth 
this much arguing?” 

“Parmigiano.” 

His mother blinked at him. 

“Paulo thinks the recipe needs more cheese. Toni says 
less.” 


“Theo Anderson, you’ve got to be kidding me.” He 
shook his head, then watched as his mom relived her very 
own disagreement about cheese. “Ben sounded as if he 
were arguing with me. | figured he thought | was stupid.” 

Theo held her hand. 

“Theo, did he want me to argue back?” She gestured 
around the table. They were surrounded by a happily 
chatting, arguing, loving family. “Did he talk to me that way 
because that’s what they do here?” 

He nodded. “He thought he could treat you like family. It 
confused him when he couldn’t, and | didn’t realize early 
enough. It didn’t matter how many times | tried to intervene 
later, or to translate. | guess you had to see this for yourself. 
l'm so sorry | didn’t bring you sooner.” 

She shook her head, and his dad leaned in a little closer, 
saying, “You told us, son. You explained, but this.... Yeah, 
this is something else.” He paused and took a sip of wine 
before adding, “He was such a good man, Theo.” 

Watching his mom sit opposite Ben’s, nodding in 
agreement with his dad, Theo felt as if he might have finally 
set things straight. He raised his glass. 

“Ben de Luca,” he toasted. 

He had been a wonderful partner, so full of energy and 
excitement. He put Theo first before anything, or anyone, 
else. He was annoying and quirky, yet kind and supportive. 
Ben never failed to listen, and when Theo looked around the 
table at his extended Italian family and his tiny American 
one, he guessed that by always listening, he taught Theo 
how important it was to be heard. 

Theo wanted Morgan then. He wanted to be there for 
Morgan to talk to, when he was ready. He wanted to be the 
one that Morgan turned to, that he could rely on like Theo 
had relied—so much, so fucking much—on Ben. 

He raised his glass again. 


“To Ben.” 


CHAPTE — 2 
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THEO sat with Marco, sipping espresso under the huge glass 
dome of the Galleria Vittorio Emanuele, watching from a 
distance as his dad trailed behind his mom. She was like a 
magpie seeking out treasures, dipping into each store along 
the glassed-over arcade of boutiques and bookstores. From 
their position on the far side of the central octagonal area, 
they had a clear view of his parents’ progress. 

“She is a skilled shopper, Theo. See the way she looks 
and compares, then backtracks to make her final decision. 
Your mamma has patience.” 

Theo thought it was his dad who had the most patience. 
He carried her bags and nodded through storefront windows 
as she pointed out objects that caught her eye. At one point, 
he turned and rolled his eyes at the boys, but he smiled as 
he did so. Theo knew he was relieved to have gotten the 
day before out of the way. 

“Why didn’t you bring them over earlier, Theo? | cannot 
believe she and Ben didn’t find things to agree upon.” 

Theo couldn’t believe it either, now. “I don’t know, 
Marco. It always seemed as if my mom disliked Ben. | guess 
you had to see it. It was palpable.” At Marco’s quizzical look, 
he thought harder before trying to explain. “I told you that 
She thought Ben was too old for me, didn’t I?” Marco 
nodded. “I’m not sure if that was the only issue. | think it 
was more that they didn’t know how to communicate. My 
family is... insular, | guess. Ben was full-on all the time. He 
couldn’t adjust, and | think he made her uncomfortable 


without meaning to. You could feel the tension when they 
were together. | wanted to make them both happy. | could 
see both sides. | just didn’t know how to bridge the gap.” He 
shrugged. 

Marco took a sip of coffee, then licked his lips slowly. 
Ben used to do the same thing when he was thinking. 

“And is it your new friend who has helped to change 
your mamma’s mind about the difference in your ages, 
maybe?” 

Theo looked into his own coffee cup, stirring up the 
grounds that thickened the bottom inch of liquid. Talking 
about Morgan with Marco seemed absolutely wrong— 
disrespectful—but it was all he wanted to do. He was so 
worried that he sagged. 

When Marco spoke again he wrapped one warm hand 
around Theo’s wrist. “My brother would want you to love 
again. You know this, Theo.” 

Theo’s nod was abrupt. Being there, in Milan, in the very 
cafe where Ben had told Theo that he didn’t ever want them 
to be parted, made him wear his emotions on his skin. 

“Theo,” Marco chided gently, familiarly, “no one would 
guess you were an accountant, tesoro. When you blush and 
sigh and sniff, you could be a de Luca. We just need to teach 
you to fight.” He nodded to himself. 

“No, no fighting. Fighting is the last thing | want to do.” 

Marco’s hand slipped from his wrist, but instead of 
letting go, he laced his fingers with Theo’s and squeezed 
them. They sat in silence for a few minutes, two grown men, 
hand in hand while they finished their coffee. Theo felt the 
tension begin to untwist from around his ribs. 

“You are troubled, no?” Marco asked. Theo nodded 
Slowly. “Take me back to your hotel room, Theo. Let us talk 
in private. See if | cannot solve your problems for you.” They 
crossed to his parents, who assured him that they could 
easily find their way back after lunch. 


His mother beamed. “Oh, Theo. This is wonderful. No 
one will just sell you something. All the storekeepers keep 
asking us questions. We could be here all day.” 

Theo took their purchases back to the hotel for them, 
mentally calculating, just as he’d done on practically every 
vacation with Ben, how much extra they would need to pay 
on their return journey, and deposited the bags on his 
parents’ bed before heading to his room. Marco was already 
sprawled across his bed, clicking away on Theo’s laptop. He 
looked up as Theo toed off his shoes, then sat with his back 
to the headboard. 

“Who are these people?” The laptop screen was full of 
pictures from the last office party. Theo took the laptop and 
waited until Marco arranged himself comfortably against the 
pillows. 

“That’s Maggie and her husband, Mike. She’s my 
assistant, and a very good friend. She stopped me from 
starving this year.” 

“And this?” 

“Evan.” Theo smiled. He’d caught him during a rare 
moment of relaxation. Evan’s face was pink with pleasure. 

“He is very beautiful. If you had told me that this was 
your Morgan, | would wonder why you were still here, Theo.” 

“Oh, now he really is too young.” Theo clicked onto the 
next picture. “Anyway, he’s with Joel. See? Morgan looks 
very different from Evan. He’s tall, dark, and brooding, not 
small, blond, and vulnerable looking.” It was true. “Besides, 
Evan’s older brother would kill me.” 

Marco pulled the screen closer. Scanning the faces in 
the background. “There are two of them? Show me the 
brother. How much older is he?” 

Theo snorted, then clicked through until he found a shot 
of Aiden, who had come to collect his interns at the end of 
the evening. Leaning against a wall, cat’s eyes slanting 
sideways as he waited with his arms crossed, Aiden was the 


perfect image of a protective big brother. Marco stared and 
stared. Shaking his head a little, he asked, “So where is your 
Morgan?” 

Theo showed him his blurred cell phone picture, 
explaining that, although they had known each other since 
the end of the summer, they had only been together for ten 
days or so. “It seems like so much longer. | feel like I’ve 
known him forever.” He rushed to fill Marco’s silence. “l 
don’t mean that I feel more for him than....” 

“Stop, Theo. Start from the beginning. | have a year to 
fill. Tell me everything.” 

Theo did. It took all afternoon and a bottle of rich red 
wine with their lunch, which they ate next to the windows 
overlooking the courtyard. Marco didn’t seem to mind when 
Theo went off on tangents, recalling instances with his 
brother, then relating conversations with Morgan. He just 
sat, pulling the crusts from his bread—just like Ben—asking 
questions and nodding in encouragement. 

He listened as Theo told him about staring at his 
bedroom ceiling for days that turned into weeks, and he 
leaned closer when Theo described how he broke some of 
the things his brother had really loved. When Theo told him 
that he spent hours and hours at work just waiting to go 
home to bed, so that he could sleep Ben back to life for a 
few hours in his dreams, Marco held his hand again. 

“It was so hard to be alone.” Theo stumbled over his 
words. “Sometimes | wanted to be with him so much, | 
thought... | thought about....” 

Marco hushed him. “Enough, tesoro. Now, tell me how 
you got from there to here.” 

That should have been much easier, but Theo found it 
difficult to distinguish in his mind which came first: the 
interns, Peter, or meeting Morgan on the forum. Explaining 
it all to someone else made Theo guess that he must sound 
a little crazy. 


“No more than usual, Theo. You gave up any claim to 
sanity when you took my brother home with you instead of 
me.” They smiled at each other. Marco continued, “So, these 
young men knew your Morgan, but not for the reason you 
imagined?” 

“Yes.” Theo had lain awake the night before, cell phone 
resting on his chest, after reading Morgan’s two-word 
message over and over and over—talk soon—thinking that 
he should have talked to a lot of people a lot sooner. He 
figured he should have pinned down Joel when he said that 
people came to the shelter for different reasons. Maybe if 
he’d asked the right questions in the first place, he would 
have known much sooner that Morgan’s first visit to the 
shelter hadn’t been as a volunteer. 

It seemed so obvious now that he’d been there seeking 
refuge. 

Sure, Morgan wasn’t the same as the others there. He 
wasn’t an alcoholic or other substance abuser. He wasn’t 
someone who had lost everything to untreated mental 
illness, like some of the men he’d met. Fuck no. Morgan had 
been there because he had nowhere else to go. Theo 
remembered Peter’s description of the spiral of abuse. It 
made him feel sick to think of his Morgan gradually 
becoming isolated from friends, perhaps moved away from 
his family and encouraged to work in an isolated field, then 
told over and over and over that he was unlikeable. 

He’d walked away from a beating that left him black and 
blue, leaving his keys, money, phone, and even his own 
fucking winter scarf behind. He was lucky to be alive. As 
Theo described how they met online without realizing that 
their paths would cross in real life, he found it hard to speak. 
He was So angry. 

“Theo, you say that you love him, no?” At his nod, 
Marco pointed to the laptop that sat on the end of his bed. 


“Maybe you should talk to him like you did when he was still 
an equal.” 

Theo frowned. “What do you mean, ‘when he was still 
an equal’?” 

“You have described a tragedy, Theo. Your Morgan 
sounds like a poor, poor boy, treated badly by an adult— 
treated worse than a disobedient dog, even. You talk about 
this shelter as if it is a terrible place, as if the people who go 
there have no hope.” He paused, wetting his lips slowly as 
he thought before speaking again. “Is that who you met 
online, Theo? A hopeless man? Is that who dragged you 
away from staring at your extremely interesting bedroom 
ceiling? Did you spend all your time talking to a poor, 
helpless victim, or to a man who challenged and excited 
you?” 

Theo blinked across the table as Marco stood, picking up 
the laptop and settling himself against the headboard again. 

“Come, Theo.” He patted the pillows next to him. “Show 
me this pale imitation of a man who cannot stand his own 
ground. Take me to your forum and introduce him to me. | 
have to know more about this man-child, who was strong 
enough to haul you back to life, yet is weak enough to need 
your pity.” 

Pity. 

That word stung. 

Theo guessed it stung Morgan even more. 


CHECKING his cell phone one last time, Theo headed upstairs 
after dinner with his parents, who were both exhausted after 
a full day of shopping. Marco had met them as they returned 
to the hotel, promising to take them sightseeing with his 
mamma the next day. Theo didn’t know whether to be 
amused or sad at how quickly his mom accepted Ben’s 


brother. Perhaps the journey and worry was catching up with 
him, but he’d found it hard to smile at their enthusiasm. 

“We know it’s too late to make up for the past, son.” His 
dad had nudged his feet under the dinner table. “But 
meeting Marco kind of feels like a second chance to get to 
know Ben.” 

“He’s a brat.” 

“Theo!” His mom glared. “He’s feisty, that’s all. Just like 
Morgan.” 

Theo blinked. How it was possible for his mom to make 
that comparison, he had no idea. None. 

“That’s right,” his dad agreed, “he just throws it all out 
there. Take him or leave him. He says exactly what he thinks 
and doesn’t back down.” 

Theo remembered that sick lurch of dread when he 
heard Morgan arguing with his dad. He’d immediately 
thought the worst. He’d guessed that yet a-fucking-gain his 
parents and his partner weren’t going to get along. 

“How is he, son? Have you two had a chance to catch 
up?” 

Theo knew what his dad was asking. He’d flipped his cell 
phone over on the table and checked the screen again, then 
Shaken his head. As they’d said good-night, his dad held his 
sleeve until his mom had walked ahead a little. “Keep trying, 
son. Seems like both of the brats in your life are talkative 
little devils. Maybe you just need to find the right place to 
have a conversation.” 

They parted ways, and Theo sent one last message 
before heading to bed, telling Morgan that he missed him 
and that he hoped he was okay. After showering, he slipped 
between the sheets and pulled his laptop onto his stomach, 
paging back through the forum discussions Marco and he 
had read together that afternoon. You really wouldn’t have 
guessed that Morgan was anything but strong from the way 
he debated so fiercely on the Internet. 


Yeah, strong and fierce were pretty perfect descriptors, 
he reckoned. Even after Theo figured out that Morgan had 
been dealing with abuse, he still saw him as strong. It was 
just the shock that had made him question—just for the 
Shortest while—if he really knew Morgan. Reading back 
through his messages on the forum only highlighted how 
fierce he could be. Marco had commented on the way 
Morgan seemed to throw himself in the path of other 
people’s argument, particularly if he felt that a participant 
was being bullied. That made so much more sense now. 

So much more sense. 

From the first day they’d exchanged messages, from 
Morgan’s very first “these people are fucking idiots,” he’d 
revealed elements of his character that hadn’t changed at 
all over the months and months they’d known each other. 

Theo felt ashamed. 

Marco was right. 

When Theo watched Morgan touch his stupid fucking fist 
imprint on the refrigerator, he’d felt a wash of pity so deep 
he’d almost staggered. Oh, it had been followed by anger all 
right. He’d felt fucking furious that anyone could hurt 
Morgan like that. But yeah, he’d watched Morgan wrap his 
arms around himself, as if he was holding himself together, 
and then pitied him as if he were some weak stranger. 

There was nothing weak about him. 

Theo closed his eyes and stood in Morgan’s shoes for a 
moment. He’d gone through what must have been hell, 
knowing intellectually that his life was fucked up, raging 
about injustice in the safest way he could. Then, he finally 
broke away. That must have been beyond hard. Peter said 
that abusers made their victims take the blame. When he 
looked back at Morgan’s messages to other people, Theo 
could see that he practically screamed at them not to take 
the same path. 


He’d gone through hell, and then they found each other. 
They’d been two damaged people, but instead of drowning 
together, they held each other up, virtually and in real life. 
They’d needed each other equally. Theo saw the closed 
expression on Morgan’s face all over again when he awoke 
only to realize that Theo didn’t see him as an equal 
anymore. 

There was no way he’d stay, not under those terms. 

He wouldn't stay to be pitied. 

Shoving the laptop away, Theo pulled up the sheets, 
huffing as sleep eluded him. Every time he shut his eyes, he 
saw Morgan’s back blooming with bruises, or curved under 
him as they fucked. There was nothing weak about Morgan 
in bed. Nothing. 

A few days before he left for Milan, Theo stepped out of 
the shower to find Morgan brushing his teeth. He saw the 
moment Morgan’s eyes changed from observant to 
speculative in the mirror, and watched, thickening cock in 
hand, as Morgan dropped his pajama pants to his ankles, 
then flexed his spine as he bent to rinse his toothpaste 
away. Yeah, there had been nothing weak about his “Come 
on, babe” or the way he’d lifted one knee onto the counter. 
He’d been in control the whole way through, gripping the 
faucet with one hand as he shoved back against Theo’s still- 
damp erection. His next “Come on” had been an explicit 
order. 

It had been hot and hurried and Theo had done exactly 
as instructed. When Morgan told him to come on for a third 
and final time, he did. He’d come until that narrow, pale 
back was the only thing that held him up. 

Theo huffed again and turned the other way, flipping his 
pillow to find a cooler stretch of cotton to press his hot 
cheek against. Thinking about what Morgan had been 
through made him recall his hissed, “Don’t hold me down.” 
Theo’s cheeks burned even hotter. 


Eventually, he sat up, his face in his hands. Attempting 
sleep was pointless. Hauling the laptop closer, he clicked to 
find the most recent new threads of forum discussion. There 
were the perennial political debates, along with gripes about 
city spending cuts. Someone blamed teachers for 
everything, while someone else blamed food additives. It 
was comfortable and very familiar reading. One thread 
detailed someone’s dread of the upcoming holiday and 
associated family visits. 

After initially scanning the discussion, Theo went back 
and read carefully before commenting: 

THEO: It sounds as if you are very worried about your 
sister. 

The thread described how the forum member's sibling 
had changed since hooking up with her partner. She’d 
become withdrawn, and family occasions had become tense 
affairs. Someone else had commented that it was none of 
their business, and that relationships were personal. Maybe 
the discussion starter was being a busybody and should butt 
out. 

THEO: If you are worried, let her know that she has 
options. Let her know that things might seem impossible to 
change, but there is always an alternative. Don’t let her be 
embarrassed into staying. Keep talking. Never stop talking. 

Never stop talking. 

Opening a new browser window, Theo searched for 
flight details, then made a booking, credit card in hand. It 
was nearly 2 a.m. when he called Marco. 

“Tell me, tesoro, that you have finally come to your 
senses and realize that | am the right brother for you.” 
Marco’s sleep-filled voice was husky as he added, “You 
couldn’t have figured this out while we were in your room 
today? We were already on the bed, Theo.” 

“Quit it, Marco. I’m going home. | need....” 


“Relax, Theo. | shall guard your parents and return them 
to you in perfect condition.” Theo sighed with relief. “Import- 
export is my thing, no? When do you leave?” Marco asked. 

Theo looked at his watch. “Check-in opens in a few 
hours.” 

“Go home, make love, build a life together, then bring 
your Morgan to visit.” 

Theo agreed that he would if he could. He thought to 
himself that Ben would be so proud of his brother as he 
quickly repacked his case, then killed some more time 
reading the forum. 

The Internet discussion had moved on a little. Even 
though he had guessed it was coming, when someone typed 
“Maybe she’s been asking for it,” Theo felt sick. 

THEO: Shut your fucking mouth. 

His hands shook. 

THEO: No one deserves to live with fear. 

His eyes stung. He pictured Morgan’s apartment, and 
the way his chair was placed so that he could see who was 
coming from his spot by the window. Imagining the wait 
from seeing his partner walk into the building until his own 
apartment door opened made Theo feel a little dizzy. 

THEO: You should walk a fucking mile before you judge a 
situation. You should put yourself in someone else’s shoes 
before you blame, or judge, or pity. It takes a long time to 
wear down someone's confidence, and it takes much more 
strength of will to walk away than it does to take another 
punch. 

That was what Joel had explained. They had so many 
meetings and support groups at the shelter, but most of the 
patrons never reached out for help. Joel said they hadn’t hit 
their own rock bottom yet, or had done so when there was 
no one around to lean on. Only a few had the strength, or 
luck, to find a way out. 


THEO: It sounds like someone needs help. They might 
not be ready for it yet, but they need to know it’s there for 
them, unconditionally. The way they are now isn’t them. It’s 
situational. All you can do is be there, and keep reminding 
them of how fucking strong they must be to even think of 
trying to find a way out. 

He scanned other threads until it was nearly time to 
leave. Just before he padded down the hallway to wake his 
dad and explain that he was heading home days early, the 
Original discussion starter came online, saying that they 
didn’t know what to do next. 

THEO: Tell your sister that you love her and only want 
her to be happy. Tell her that you’ll stand by her, and that 
things will get better. Tell her that this part of her life feels 
overwhelming, but it’s tiny compared to everything that 
came before and everything that will come after. Tell her 
that you love her, that she’s lovable, and that this bad time 
doesn’t define her. Tell her the truth. 

His dad’s hotel-hallway hug was good and tight. He 
rubbed sleep from his eyes as he looked over his shoulder to 
where Theo’s mom still slept. “Don’t worry about a thing, 
son. We'll see you soon.” They hugged again. Theo pulled 
his case along the hallway, heading for the stairs, then 
looked back over his shoulder. His dad looked kind of frail 
standing there in his striped pajamas, his face sleep-creased 
and vaguely rumpled. Theo hurried back. 

“Please stop climbing ladders, Dad. Let me do that from 
now on.” He kissed his cheek and left without looking back. 

Theo’s last-minute flight took him home via Schiphol 
airport in Amsterdam, and the stopover was longer. He ate a 
lukewarm pasta dish and thought of Joel as he noted how 
much the Dutch liked their cheese. Then he thought of Evan 
as he paced the departure lounge, stretching his legs before 
the long transatlantic flight in an economy seat, noticing 
that the airport even had its own art gallery. When he spent 


most of the final flight playing with a wide-awake toddler as 
her desperate parents caught a little rest, he thought of 
Maggie, and hoped that her kids weren’t still jumping from 
their playhouse roof. 

But mostly he thought about Morgan. 

He’d thought about him relentlessly, especially when 
he’d found the ugliest gift ever created in one of the high- 
priced terminal gift shops. As the assistant wrapped it 
carefully, making something relatively small become 
cumbersome and awkward to carry, he hoped that Morgan 
would still be there when he got home. 

With his cell phone turned off for the flight and his 
hands full with what soon seemed like every child on the 
plane, he had moments where he wondered if he had lost 
his mind. Lack of sleep, and too many miles in too few days, 
left him snoring just as they began the descent toward 
Seattle. He awoke to the pilot’s announcement, and light— 
bright as if reflected by millions of diamonds—blinding him 
from the snow upon Mount Olympus and Mount Constance. 

Ben used to mock his excitement whenever they flew 
home, but Theo couldn’t help it. He’d felt the same when 
they first drove up from San Francisco all those years 
before. Seeing those mountains over the Puget Sound had 
made him never want to leave again. He’d give that up if it 
meant Morgan would be still be at home. 

He wanted Morgan in his life more than anything else. 

More than anything at all. 

Theo tried to keep his eyes open on the cab ride home, 
then lurched awake as the driver told him his fare. When he 
fumbled in his pants pocket for some cash, he found his cell 
phone and switched it on as he waited for his change. Once 
inside, the elevator took for-fucking-ever to come. He 
pressed the button to call it, over and over, remembering 
the engineer who took him on a secret rooftop elevator ride 
when he’d been younger than Morgan. The engineer had 


told him that pressing the button over and over made 
absolutely no difference. 

He pressed it a few more times regardless, needing so 
badly to see if Morgan was still at home. 

His phone chimed as he reached his floor, and the 
struggle to balance suitcase, gift, overcoat, laptop case, and 
phone almost made him lose his balance. An e-mail alert sat 
in his inbox stating that he’d received a private message on 
the forum. He clicked the link and awkwardly tried to 
manage his load as the page opened. The last few paces up 
the hallway took forever. He cursed as he dropped the 
phone by the door, then rammed his unwieldy gift between 
his legs, freeing up a hand to pick it up and click the link 
again. 

MORGAN: I love you so much. 

This time Theo didn’t need to bruise his nose, forgetfully 
pressing it against the door buzzer as he fumbled for his 
keys. 

When he looked up, the door was already wide open. 

Morgan waited there, ready to let him in. 
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Saving Sean 


Seattle Stories: Book Two 


Nearly a year after being rejected for another man, Seattle 
paramedic Peter Morse is still pining, so when the one that 
got away asks him for a favor, he agrees. His mission: track 
down Sean Reid, the runaway brother of a mutual friend. 
Peter isn’t thrilled about it—until he finds Sean injured by 
the side of the road. 


Everything about Sean stirs Peter’s protective instincts— 
Saving people is what he lives for—but he never anticipated 
falling for someone so hell-bent on running away. On top of 
his physical wounds, Sean struggles with grief and guilt, and 
the mess his estranged father left when he died threatens to 
overwhelm him. 


Saving Sean means Peter must let go of his pride and turn 
to friends and family. Asking for help is a bitter pill for Peter 
to swallow, but if he can’t, how can he expect Sean to 
accept his help—and his love—in turn? 
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